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Editorial
The articles published in this issue of SMT were originally presented at the
annual meeting of the Nordic Institute of Missionary and Ecumenical
Research (NIME) held at the Norwegian Lutheran School of Theology in
Oslo, September 3-4, 2004. The focus of the NIME conference was on the
concept “missional church”. However, the lecturers at the conference did
not restrict themselves to the missionary aspects of Christianity, but also
included the missionary dimensions of Islam and Buddhism.
In her introductory article, Lisbeth Mikaelsson, one of the keynote speakers
at the conference gives a history of religion’s perspective on mission in
Christianity, Buddhism, and Islam. She points out that scholars from her
own field have not been particularly interested in mission. Using a
phenomenological approach, Mikaelsson examines the concept of mission
in the different religious traditions and their basis for “the active and intended
dissemination of one’s own religion”. Her presentation is followed by two
shorter responses by Notto R. Thelle and Jan Opsal, who give examples of
the missionary dimensions in Buddhism and Islam respectively.
In his article, the other keynote speaker at the Oslo conference, Knud
Jørgensen, gives a substantial interpretation and a detailed review of recent
scholarship on the concept of the “missional church” and its impact on the
Western world. At the same time he refers to his own experiences as a
missionary. The concept “missional church” as such was coined by the
“Gospel and Our Culture Network” in the United States and has become
important in the contemporary missiological discourse particularly within
Evangelical theology. In this context, “missional” was defined as “the
essential nature and vocation of the church as God’s called and sent
people”.Tiina Ahonen’s article can be seen as a useful complement to Knud
Jørgensen’s article. Emphasising the theological thinking of the influential
South African missiologist David J. Bosch, she studies the missionary nature
of the church and the missionary structure of the congregation.
Moving from the international theological scene to the Nordic context, the
remaining contributions at the NIME conference focused on the situation
in Sweden and Norway respectively. In his article, Gustaf Björck gives a
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short review of the missionary paradigms in Sweden from the times of
Saint Ansgar until today. His article is followed by a short commentary by
Kajsa Ahlstrand. Harald Hegstad and Tore Laugerud base their article “The
Church of Norway as a missional church?” on an empirical study on
contemporary views on “foreign mission” in the Lutheran church in Norway.
Their article is followed by a short response by Gunvor Lande.
This fourth issue and the 92nd volume of SMT, ends with two review articles
on recent missiological works. The first review article, is a substantial
summary of Göran Wiking’s recent doctoral dissertation on Malaysian
theology written by the faculty opponent Michael S Northcott. The second
is Miika Roukanen’s short review of a recent introduction to the so-called
Third World Theologies.
Swedish Missiological Themes, 92, 4 (2004)
Missional Religion – with Special Emphasis
on Buddhism, Christianity and Islam
Lisbeth Mikaelsson
I have been asked to give this lecture with an historian of religion’s perspective
on mission and missional religion. The History of Religions, or Comparative
Religion as it is also called, has not been particularly interested in mission –
a quite remarkable fact, which will be commented on below. I apologize for
being perhaps too much preoccupied with my discipline in this lecture, but
on the other hand it is the basis for my reflection on this topic.
I see my task here as divided between discussing the general categories of
mission and missional religion, besides focusing on Buddhism, Christianity,
and Islam, which of course are the main examples of missional religions in
the world. Together these three represent many centuries of mission history
in large parts of the globe. When discussing the theme of missional religion
here, this wide-ranging history must be put aside. Instead, I will present some
phenomenological features of Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam which I
believe at least partly explain why these creeds are successful missional
religions. My account will not be complete in any way, and social factors,
like communications, travel, trade and conquests, are excluded. Basically I
focus on a few central religious characteristics that missional religions have
in common besides missionizing, which could explain their missionary urge.
Category formation in the History of Religions
The History of Religions prides itself on having a comparative outlook. What
that means is not so clear, however, since most of its practitioners nowadays
do not in fact compare religions in their research. But one thing it definitely
does mean is that the fundamental categories and concepts in the discipline
in principle are based on the totality of religions and religious phenomena in
the world. This is the case with the discipline’s main concept, i.e. religion,
and other key categories, like ritual and myth. The basis for this intellectual
manoeuvre is the assumption that spiritual traditions and phenomena have
common features, which allow us to put them in the same conceptual box.
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Most key concepts in the discipline have their roots in Western religion
and culture, and tend to carry with them the preconceptions related to their
historical background. Historians of religion should be a little humble about
their comparative categories; they are not always in harmony with believers´
opinions. One current example is the use of the term “religion” about the
spiritual alternative movement, generally called New Age. Alternatives often
refuse to identify their beliefs and activities as religion; instead they talk of
“spirituality” and “self-development”. Many of them do not identify with
the term New Age either. In this case our allegedly neutral categories are
felt as improper, even offensive, by a great many believers.
Mission is a word of Latin origin imprinted with Christian history and self-
understanding, and we must ask if it is really suited to designate a
comparative category. Will representatives of other faiths think it is an
adequate term for their ways of proselytizing? The distinguished historian
of religion, Ninian Smart, has pointed out that the discipline is too dominated
by Western terminology and its origin in Western, Christian culture. Smart
suggested that we should try to a larger extent to adopt a non-Western
vocabulary (Smart 1994; cp. McCutcheon 2000:269). In Islam there is a
word that perhaps could have been used instead of mission, i.e. dawa. Dawa
originally meant the invitation to believe in or join Islam, or the
dissemination of the faith to non-Muslims (Enc. of Islam, 1966:168; Esposito
1994:216; Larsen 2003:165-166). Today dawa stands for various types of
information work done by Islamic organizations in order to extend the
knowledge about Islam and increase the consciousness of Islamic identity
and practice. This work is directed at both Muslims and non-Muslims
(Esposito ibid.; Larsen ibid.).
However, scholars of religion have already followed their habit of picking
a Western word, so that mission until now has been the term designating
the comparative category. This fact will be our point of departure.
Mission – a peculiar absence in the History of Religions
While proselytizing religions like Buddhism and Islam have been thoroughly
studied by historians of religion for a long time, mission is both a fairly
absent as well as a sensitive topic in a History of Religions context (cf.
Montgomery 1998:303; Sharpe 1971:39). To be sure, both theoretical and
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empirical work on mission have been carried out, but compared to the
importance of the topic, scholars of religion have contributed little to
empirical research and few indeed have found it worth while to consider
what a comparative category of mission should be like. In 2001 I examined
about two dozens of central works in method and theory, phenomenology
of religion as well as introductory books in which one could expect that the
mission theme would be discussed. The investigation documented an almost
complete silence, and one may well ask if there exists a kind of taboo on
this subject in the discipline (Mikaelsson 2001).1
You should know that I do not come here with a big scholarly luggage of
research and reflection about mission. Why is this so? To be sure it means
that the mission topic touches on some intricate issues in the discipline.
Most historians of religion would reject comparison with missionaries, in
spite of the fact that missionaries belonged to the first scholars of religion
and orientalists. Missionaries’ records about “heathen” practice and
“superstition” were used as source material by earlier generations of
scholars. Some missionaries have studied other religions and religious
phenomena in much the same ways as historians of religion. To a certain
extent Christian mission in the modern era and the History of Religions are
cousins, and the resemblance between the two partly explains why Christian
mission today functions as a negative mirror for the History of Religions.
Different attitudes to religious diversity is the salient point.
It is axiomatic in the discipline that all religions have the same status as
manifestations of the human spirit, and basically they are studied as cultural
forms and traditions. The model of evolutionism, or the hierarchy of religions
with Christianity presiding at the top, has been outmoded for many decades.
The acceptance, even embrace of religious diversity distinguishes the
History of Religions from all kinds of missionary enterprises or attitudes.
A related matter concerns the questions of religious truth and personal belief.
A fundamental maxim lays down that personal convictions should influence
scholarly work as little as possible. Open preferences and belief statements
1
 Among the few positive exceptions I particularly want to mention Eric Sharpe, who has
written about mission and missionaries in his widely read books Comparative Religion: A
History (1975), and Understanding Religion (1983/1988).  Sharpe has even produced a
biography of the Norwegian missionary in China, Karl Ludvig Reichelt: Karl Ludvig
Reichelt: Missionary, Scholar and Pilgrim (1984).
526 Lisbeth Mikaelsson
will easily become scientific flaws in the eyes of colleagues. This attitude,
which could be characterized as a sort of intellectual asceticism, tends to
make historians of religion observers and outsiders, usually absent in
religious dialogue or discussions involving personal faith.
Besides, mission represents religious dynamics often mingled with social
power and politics, which are also too often ignored by scholars of religion.
Today, a kind of preservationist attitude mixed up with relativism seems to
prevail more or less unconsciously in the discipline. Put in crude terms: If
a religious creed is there, it also has a right to exist so to speak, and preferably
exist unaffected by Western influence. Consequently New Age adaptations
of indigenous shamanism have been criticized, for instance. Another matter
is the training taking place at universities and colleges, which to a large
extent has avoided criticism of religion. Being taught that all faiths and
traditions should be respected and valued (not least as various manifestations
of das Heilige) since they were students, historians of religion, at least the
elder generation of them, have been less prepared to face the brute facts of
religious conflicts, competition, and powerful arrogance.
What I have put forward was meant to clarify some of the circumstances
involved in the mission topic in a History of Religions context. The next
question will be what a comparative category of mission should imply.
Defining mission
The first step is definition, how should mission be defined? We could first
think of some of the usual synonyms: i.e. proselytizing, recruitment,
evangelization, and religious expansion. Evangelization obviously belongs
in a purely Christian context, and will not serve the purposes of a general
definition better than the concept of islamization. For neither is religious
expansion equivalent to mission. Expansion is only relevant if it is
consciously intended and brought about by adherents of the religion in
question. The mission element in expansion is the deliberate proselytizing
in order to expand. Sometimes such activities are unsuccessful, but we can
still talk about mission. As it is, both culture contact and conquests result in
religious expansion, and often enough so that it can be hard to say whether
conversion results from mission, culture contact or political supremacy.
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Christoph Bochinger has made an attempt to outline mission as a
comparative category, and he defines it in accordance with the above-
mentioned considerations as “active and intended dissemination of one’s
own religion”.2 In other words, his definition points to religious proselytizing
or recruitment. These are neutral terms, and perhaps more acceptable to
non-Christian believers than “mission”. Research about new religious
movements, for instance, tends to talk about recruitment, or recruitment
techniques. 3 Bochinger holds that people partaking in mission somehow
are seeking out the foreign, “sie gehen in die Fremde” (Bochinger 1997:180).
That is of course an accurate characteristic of so-called foreign mission,
but in my view we should not exclude missionizing in one’s own society in
the general concept. A main point in Bochinger´s definition is the perhaps
obvious, but no less important hallmark that mission imparts the faith of
the actors involved. Missionaries are not just functionaries or mercenaries.
Still, we observe in our day that New Age ideas are spread by commercial
enterprises like alternative shops and therapy clinics – a reminder that strong
dividing lines between mission and commerce are not to the purpose.
Mission can be a very complex and far-reaching phenomenon; an example
is Protestant mission in the modern era, which in addition to preaching the
gospel and establishing churches includes a whole range of medical and
educational activities building on Western science. As long as the actors
themselves see all this as part of their missionary engagement, a wide
category of mission seems most adequate. Another argument for a wide
category is the difficulty sometimes to draw clear lines between religious
and political aspects of mission.
The question is whether a definition should specify more accurately the
motives or reasons covered by the word “intended”. Mission involves many
kinds of intentions; however, an all too well known example is Western
imperialists seeing Christian mission as instrumental in the suppression of
natives. Nevertheless, I tend to hold that a general definition should be
wide, not excluding any reasons for proselytizing. The logical consequence
of this stand is also that the concept ”missional religion” should cover all
2
 “‘Mission’ sei definiert als active und vorsätzliche Ausbreitung der jeweils eigenen
Religion”(Bochinger 1997:179).
3
 My colleague Michael Stausberg expressed this observation in a conversation, which
agrees with my own general impression.
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religions involved in proselytizing, regardless of the motives. Recommen-
ding a wide understanding like this does not mean that the religious
motivations for mission are played down. Mission often enough has had
enormous, enduring consequences, and the conceptions involved belong
to the most important religious ideas in the history of mankind.
Definitions are practical instruments, and in specific situations one may need
a more cogent approach. In the context of religious research it seems most
sensible to claim that the missionary motives were of a religious kind, i.e.
based on revelations, teachings, myths or divine callings. Thereby mission
becomes a matter of religious self-identity, of obligation or conviction. As a
rule the missional religions legitimate their missionary urge in religious terms
like these. I see Buddhism, Christianity and Islam as main prototypes within
the unbounded category of mission because of their missionary ideas and
activities. The distinction between bounded and unbounded religious
categories originates from Benson Saler, who has argued that the very category
of religion is best understood as an unbounded analytical category. Such a
category is based on a family likeness among the phenomena it comprises,
and it will always be open to revisions due to research or experience of
borderline cases (Saler 1993 and 1999). The complexity and variety of mission
speaks in favour of placing it among the unbounded categories, instead of
constructing essentialist definitions that leave a lot of interesting empirical
data outside our scope (cf. Mikaelsson 2001:213).
Religious encounters
Mission is a special case within the larger category of religious encounters.
As we all know, mission is related to a great many other issues involved in
encounters, such as conversion, syncretism, pluralism, imperialism, and
colonialism. Like other encounters, mission does not only result in
recruitment, it can also foster resistance and consolidation of the local creed.
Encounters make for self-reflection among all parties involved. Scholarship
has been preoccupied with Western hegemonic construction of “the other“
for a long time, and Christian mission is definitely a type of encounter
where such identification has taken place and still takes place. My own
research about Norwegian missionary literature, for instance, demonstrates
a rather polarized view of self and other in many texts (Mikaelsson 2003).
But mission generates hermeneutical processes of observation, evaluation
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and self-definition on both sides and can have many more consequences
than what was foreseen by those who started it. An example is the
establishment of “Hinduism” in the nineteenth century. As a reaction to
missionary polemics against their religion, Hindu nationalists in
collaboration with European orientalists defined “Hinduism” as a coherent
religious system comparable to the great Semitic religions. This construct
was later on used by the Hindu nationalist movement in its defence of a
modern Indian identity (Ramstedt 2003:1).
Mission raises the question of what links there are between religion and
power, since mission very often has followed in the wake of conquests and
political supremacy. In our time it has been quite a common view that
Christian foreign mission is almost equivalent to cultural imperialism. It is
understandable that this criticism is raised, but the issues involved are not
simple. In the first place it is difficult to define what cultural imperialism is
(cf. Porter 1996:70). Secondly, Christian mission is as I said a very complex
and multi-faceted phenomenon, and education and health care, for instance,
are not so easy to denounce. Besides, who draws the lines between
destructive and beneficial cultural influence? Working with mission means
having to face dilemmas and paradoxes.
Characteristics of missional religions
Turning to the topic of missional religions, what are the central elements,
which could explain their missionary zeal? In particular, how can Buddhism,
Christianity and Islam serve as main examples? In the following I will
discuss the significance of religious teachings, ideas about the founder,
missionary inducement, and finally the category of the missionary in order
to elucidate some vital structural components.
Teachings
Rodney Stark argues in his book The Rise of Christianity: A Sociologist
Reconsiders History (1996) that conversion seldom results from intellectual
conviction. Interest in doctrinal questions more often arises after one has
been converted. According to Stark (and other researchers) conversion is
primarily a social phenomenon; people adapt their religious behaviour to
the religious affiliations of their families and friends. Conversion is therefore
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very much an effect of preserving social networks. 4 However, in our context
the role of ideas and teachings does not only concern the conversion process,
it is equally important in relation to the missionary impulse.
The judgement of other creeds is here a central point. Helena Blavatsky’s
Theosophical Society teaches that all religions are ways to the same truth.
The Society has not been particularly keen at winning adherents either –
believing instead that people by themselves will find Theosophy when they
are ready for it. This issue leads up to an embarrassing, but none the less
important question: To what extent is the missionary impulse dependent on
a derogatory view of other creeds? And further, is exclusivism necessary
for the missionary impulse? Must believers be convinced that they alone
have the truth?
I will not enter further into this problematic area, but turn to the links between
mission and a type of thinking that is brought forward when historians of
religion discuss mission, i.e. universalism. The universalism of missional
religions implies first of all that their basic tenets are of universal significance
(Sharpe 1971:38). According to Max L. Stackhouse, who has written an
essay about mission in The Encyclopedia of Religion (1987), a universalist
vision is absolutely central in missional religions. His essay is an attempt
to outline the comparative category of missional religions, and it is therefore
particularly interesting in this context. The universalist vision is central
because it is all-inclusive, and also because it generates the wish to
propagate, says Stackhouse. He describes universalism as a “salvific
metaphysical-moral vision” occasioned by revelation or discovery, which
results in “a passion for transcendence that intellectually, morally and
emotionally frees its adherents from local deities and cults, from familial,
tribal, clan, caste, or ethnic loyalties, from fixed political-economic
conditions, and from traditional “paganisms’”. What adherents get instead
is a new perspective, which is “transcendental, ecumenical, cross-cultural,
and global“, and which understands humanity as “trapped in chaotic
conditions of spiritual and/or physical oppression” (1987:563).
4
 In his A History of Islamic Societies (1988/1995) Ira M. Lapidus criticizes earlier
generations of European scholars for their belief that conversions to Islam only happened
by force and that conquered peoples had to choose between Islam or death. Lapidus holds
that in most cases spiritual and worldly reasons for conversion were blended and could
not be differentiated (Lapidus 1995:243-244).
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Stackhouse further argues that missional religions become transcultural or
cosmopolitan precisely through their universalist vision. He does not hold,
however, that missional religions are purely transcendental, which would
have been absurd. It is fairly obvious that missional religions carry with
them specific cultural and social features related to their origins, as well as
local characteristics, but Stackhouse maintains reasonably enough that their
universalism nevertheless can be separated from socio-historical trappings
(1987:564).
Universalism is even the criterion that separates mission from cultural
imperialism, according to Stackhouse. This differentiation has a certain
merit because it problematizes easy condemnation of mission. However,
in practice it would be difficult to make generally accepted distinctions
between heroes and villains in this area, and in my opinion it would be
better to realize that even the most honourable missionary or mission
enterprise which represent a powerful civilization can be seen as cultural
imperialism in one sense or another. Even allegedly neutral research has its
“imperialistic” aspects, which are becoming recognized. In recent debates
in the History of Religions it is suggested that scholars should understand
themselves as Western cultural imperialists who “colonize” other people’s
culture through their theories and comparative concepts. (McCutcheon
2000:302-3).
Stackhouse must be credited for his attempt to generalize about mission
and missional religion in a way quite characteristic of the History of
Religions. But in my view his argument is too much inspired by the Christian
example, and too much based on a positive vision of universalism. The
result is a very idealistic understanding of missional religions. True mission
becomes a very noble thing, while in reality things are often not so clear-
cut, and mission research in the History of Religions should comprise the
whole spectrum. We also have to ask if universalism generally is sufficient
to release a missionary impulse. To what extent must universalism be
coupled with the more problematic exclusivism? And are ideas and visions
in themselves able to release a social process like mission? Mission studies
should absolutely reflect how piety and conviction stimulates social
commitment; but not at the cost of ignoring how external political and
social factors have been interwoven with missionary activities at all times.
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The founder
Too often to be accidental, missional religions have a founding figure who
serves as a source of inspiration and authority. Buddhism, Christianity, and
Islam have all originated through the impact of a prophet or teacher whose
message outlasted the original situation. Fundamental ideas and principles
are assigned to Buddha, Jesus and Muhammad; according to tradition these
founders were also missionaries that imparted their new visions to others
and attained followers who carried on their work. They all seem to have
had a strong wish to convince other people about the truth of their teachings.
The canonical texts in all three cases allegedly preserve the words, ideas
and zeal of the founders. It is generally agreed that the first verses of Sura
96 in the Qu’ran contain Muhammad’s missionary call:
Recite: In the Name of thy Lord who created,
created Man of a blood-clot.
Recite: And thy Lord is the Most Generous
who taught by the pen,
taught Man, that he knew not.
The category of religious founders is not unambiguous. Is he/she the
founder of a community of followers or the originator of a new spiritual
vision, or both? In historical research a founder must be understood in
the context of his time and surroundings. While adherents tend to make
the founders of their creeds unique and exceptional, historians deconstruct
their uniqueness. Buddha was a typical example of an Indian yogi or
ascetic at his time, and Jesus was one of several preachers opposed to the
religious hierarchy in Judaism.
Buddhists, Christians and Muslims have different ideas about the nature
and role of their respective founders. Muslims refuse to look at Muhammad
as the founder of a new religion dating back to the seventh century;, instead
they think of Islam as the eternal religion of mankind, founded by God.
Muhammad is seen as the last one in a succession of prophets, of which the
first one was Adam (Hedin et al. 1999:2-3). At this point it is absolutely
necessary to distinguish between theological understanding of one’s faith
and historical research. Seen from the outsider perspective of Comparative
Religion, Muhammad must be ranged among other founders, and historically
speaking he is even a more clear-cut example of this category than Jesus
Christ. Jesus was undoubtedly the charismatic leader of a Jewish sectarian
533Missional Religion – with Special Emphasis on
Buddhism, Christianity and Islam
movement, but in what sense is the historical Jesus founder of the
organization that worships him as a saviour god?
The religious ideas attached to a founding figure often represent important
mythical constructions, and the obligation to missionize can be a central
item in this mythology, as is amply demonstrated by missional religions.
Mormonism, Bahai, UFO-religions and many other contemporary missional
religions are modern examples of the same basic combination of a prophet
or preacher getting followers that feel obliged to spread the new message
to the outside world. Why some missional religions disappear from history
while others have a lasting success, is an intriguing question, but I am
afraid we must leave it as that.
The founder as universalist model
Buddhism, Christianity and Islam are religions with a universalist vision.
They are also religions very much focused on their founders. In what ways
do the founders, or more correctly, the traditions about the founders, support
the universalism or cosmopolitanism of these creeds?
This question must have several answers. Here I will tentatively try to follow
a line of thought focusing on symbolic functions. Buddha, Jesus, and
Muhammad signify in different ways what the respective religions are about
and function as models for adherents. They become fused with the message
so to speak. Buddha is the perfectly enlightened one, belief in Jesus as
saviour is the Christian message, and Muhammad is a model of Islamic
relationship to the godhead. As symbolic models the founders shape the
morals and outlooks of believers, and being missionaries themselves they
represent a reminder of the call to bring out the message.
Another symbolic function is the founders’ role in making religion a
personal, human drama of universal relevance. This fact is related to the
non-local character of missional religions. The insights and achievements
of the founder-model can be copied and realized everywhere; they are not
limited to certain districts in India, Palestine or Arabia. For a contrast,
imagine a cult directed at a local deity living in a particular mountain, and
nowhere else. Such a cult will have few chances outside its traditional
precincts. A relevant aspect of this complex is the symbolic focus on the
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human being as a moral and spiritual creature. The universalism of
Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam have singled out human concerns from
the total web of life, and made the spiritual aspect of the human species
predominant. The founder becomes the incarnation of an urgent message
entailing a turn from everyday concerns to “the heaven above”, and from
nature to the human race. This primarily human-centred, universal vision
is also the foundation for the specific religious communities that are related
to the founders, i.e. the Sangha, the Church and the Umma. Their
universalism has proved to be a workable idea, manifested by these
organizations’ ability to be planted in all sorts of nations and localities.
Missionary inducement
In the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus exhorts his apostles to make all peoples on
earth his disciples (Matt. 28, 16-20, cp. Mark.16,15-16; Luk. 24,47-49; Joh.
20,19-23). The passage is too well-known to need citing. The call to mission
could hardly have had a stronger foundation, being a central statement in the
holy book, and ascribed to the founder himself. What about Buddhism and
Islam, do they have similar textual obligations to missionize?
In the Buddhist case, the answer is yes. According to the Vinaya, Buddha
exhorted his disciples to disseminate his teachings.5 In a passage in the
Mahavagga, (1.11.1) Buddha says the following:
I am delivered, O Bhikkus [i.e. monks], from all fetters, human and divine.
You, O Bhikkus, are also delivered from all fetters, human and divine.
Monks, you have to lead a religious life for the benefit of many people,
which promotes the happiness of many people, out of compassion with the
world, for the best, for the benefit of and to promote the happiness for gods
and humans. Do not go alone, go together. Monks, teach people the noble
doctrine which is good in the beginning, in the middle and in the end, both
in its meaning and literally understood. Preach the noble behaviour, fully,
completely and purely. There are people who from their natures have few
passions. These will be lost if they do not hear the doctrine. These are the
ones, who will understand the doctrine. 6
5
 Vinaya is part of Tripitaka, the compilation of canonical texts in Buddhism. According to
Buddhist tradition Tripitaka contains the teachings of Gautama Buddha as they were
remembered by his contemporary followers. Vinaya-pitaka contains the rules for the
monastic order.
6
 For a Norwegian translation of this passage, see Knut Jacobsen’s  Buddhismen p. 138.
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There is not a similar central commission to missionize for Muhammad’s
followers in the Koran, as far as I know. But there are passages that
legitimate mission, like sura 7,158, where Muhammad is said to be the
messenger of God to all people, and that people should follow him in order
to be guided.
 It goes without saying that if the call to missionize is ascribed to the founder
himself and even clearly stated in the sacred texts, the religion in question
has a very strong as well as a lasting inducement towards proselytizing. If
the founder in addition is seen as divine or superhuman, the inducement
becomes even stronger.
The missionary
Another element worth noticing about the Buddhist text is the type of
missionary that is mentioned, i.e. the monks, who were exhorted to go out
together. In fact Buddhism has to a great extent been spread by the individual
efforts of itinerant monks and preachers, not by large-scale, planned
undertakings (Jacobsen 2000:138; Zürcher 1987:570).7 Similar types of
missionaries also occur in Christianity and Islam. In Christianity there are
the monks and nuns, besides charismatic preachers and professional
missionaries; in Islam there are first of all the preachers belonging to the
popular Sufi movement. To a large extent dedicated idealists and religious
experts have spread these religions in new territories, and obviously their
sacrifice and zeal must have contributed to the missionary success.
I do not argue that most of the missionary activities connected to these
religions have been carried out by sincere, full-time idealists. Merchants
and soldiers for instance, have also been missionaries. What I want to say
is that the “professional” missionary is important because he or she
demonstrates in person the value and seriousness of the new creed, as well
as the universal relevance of his/her message. As symbolic models they are
truly cosmopolitans, who prove that their real home is not a certain place
7
 Erik Zürcher empasizes three aspects of Buddhism in addition to its missionary ideal as
reasons for its missionary success: First, the monks, who were free to associate with all
kinds of people without fear of ritual pollution, unlike the Brahman priests. Second,
Buddhism, and especially the Mahayana branch, had a liberal attitude towards other
religions, and easily accepted them as partial revelation of truth. Third, in contrast to
Brahmanism, the scriptural tradition of Buddhism is not associated with a sacred language,
so that its canonical texts could be translated to any language (Zürcher 1987:570).
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on earth, their “home” is their religious belief, or alternatively, their belief
has made them homeless/at home anywhere. I have read many accounts by
Norwegian missionaries citing natives who have taken the missionaries’
willingness to live among them so far from home and family as tokens of
their sincerity. It is common knowledge in rhetoric that the trustworthiness
of the speaker deeply influences the way his speech is received by the
listeners, and this of course is as true for missionaries as anyone else.
And not to forget, missionary endeavour also contributes to the general vitality
of the religion in question. As is well known from Protestant mission, foreign
mission inflames religious zeal at home. Missionaries become testimonies
of truth and examples to follow, as well as supplying those at home with
fresh dramas and miracle stories confirming the truth of their faith.
Concluding remarks
In the Western world, missional religions like Christianity have shaped the
very idea of what religion is. Scholars and ordinary people alike hardly
recognize religion if it is not collective, ritualized and organized in a specific
manner; separated by name from other creeds that are not accepted as equal
instruments of truth and/or salvation. Our contemporary world of religion
is a staggering legacy, and Comparative Religion is challenged to explore
the role of the missionary spirit for the state of things.
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Missionary Religions:
A Buddhist Perspective
Notto R. Thelle
First of all I would like to express my appreciation of Dr. Mikaelssons’s
paper. Her phenomenological approach enables her not only to describe the
missionary dimensions of Islam, Christianity, and Buddhism, but to direct
some critical questions both to traditional sciences of religion and to Christian
theology and missiology. Her critical questions concerning Christian mission
are hardly new to those who have been involved in missiological thinking,
but the comments concerning missing dimensions among scholars of religion
are certainly not so common to hear. One of her points was to register the
apparent tendency for scholars of religion to have a preservationist attitude
to cultures and religions, and leaving such themes as mission and conversion
outside the scope of their research. But the entire history of religions is a
continuous process of change – including missionary activity and conversion
– and when these dimensions are ignored, there is somehow a blind spot in
the understanding of the dynamics of religious life.
I have been asked to respond to Mikaelsson’s presentation by paying
particular attention to the missionary dimension in Buddhism. I will
concentrate on a few points, well aware that this is a theme that cannot be
covered in a few minutes, or in a few pages. It is important to realize that
Buddhism is not one unified religious tradition, but a multitude of traditions.
There are many Buddhisms, not only the three major traditions – Theravada,
Mahayana, and Vajrayana – but hundreds of sub-traditions, doctrinal
schools, practices, and sects. There are many levels of involvement, from
what might be called “Nirvanic Buddhism” for the monastic elite and a
few lay persons, to “Karmic Buddhism” and “Magic Buddhism” for most
of the people in Buddhist cultures. The Western construction of Buddhism,
presented in scholarly books and textbooks, is to a great extent an abstraction
created by Western scholars from the end of the nineteenth century, and it
may be difficult to find that outside the books and the minds of the scholars.
My comments will not apply to all Buddhist traditions, even though I hope
to share views that are somewhat representative.
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First of all, I want to support Dr. Mikaelsson’s view that Buddhism is a
missionary religion, at least in its basic intention. Many Buddhists, both
Western and Eastern, often emphasize that Buddhism is not a missionary
religion. Their point is primarily to distance themselves from the types of
aggressive evangelism and proselytism that they have seem among some
Christian movements. In addition, it is a fact that Buddhism in many cultures
in the East has become so established in society and so adapted to a
harmonious coexistence with other religious traditions that any attempt to
proselytize others would create tension and disharmony. So they avoid trying
to convert others.
In spite of such lack of missionary spirit in a large part of Buddhist
societies, it seems that Buddhism at its very roots has a missionary
dimension. According to the legendary story of Buddha’s awakening under
the Bodhi tree, he not only obtained the penetrating understanding of the
cause of pain and suffering, and the way to liberation. He also had a
vision of the suffering beings in the entire cosmos, and was moved by
compassion to commit himself to teach all living beings about the
liberation from suffering. The fifty years of his life afterwards were
characterized by his continual attempt to preach and teach, guiding people
on the eightfold path towards liberation.
The fact that Buddhism spread all over India, to Sri Lanka and Southeast
Asia and the present Indonesia, to the present Afghanistan and Pakistan,
and from there through Central Asia to China, Korea and Japan, is
inconceivable without a deep missionary commitment. According to the
inscriptions of King Ashoka, the legendary Buddhist king of India,
Buddhism was also brought to the West. At least Ashoka sent emissaries to
Macedonia and other countries in the West in order to spread the teaching
of the Buddha. Whether they arrived and managed to establish themselves
there, is a disputed question. The fact that Buddhist masters and teachers
have been active in Europe and America ever since the end of the nineteenth
century may also be seen as an expression of a missionary spirit. Thus D.T.
Suzuki may be described as one of the most successful Buddhist missionaries
in the modern times. Both Suzuki and other Buddhist teachers, including
Dalai Lama and Thich Nhat Hanh and others, tend to avoid words like
mission and missionary, but their very practice of teaching and preaching
and guiding is obviously missionary in intention.
541Missionary Religions: A Buddhist Perspective
Compared to missionary activities within Christianity, Buddhism tends to be
more tolerant and relaxed in its preaching and teaching. Christian preaching
has an inherent exclusivism – with its monotheistic faith, its understanding
of Christ as the ultimate Way, and a number of other elements – that often has
resulted in aggressive missionary practices. Buddhism also has its exclusivism
– a deep conviction that the ultimate truth is to be found in Buddhism – but
that is often combined with a generous acceptance that truth has many aspects
and levels, and that each person has his or her way to go in order to realize
truth. In addition Buddhist teaching tends to expect that the seeker has an
inner drive to search for truth, which results in a practice where the initiative
is rather in the seeker than in the teacher or the master.
Hence Buddhist preaching and teaching has tended to accommodate itself
to the spiritual level of the individual, guiding others by embracing them
warmly and gradually leading them towards understanding. This is certainly
the most common way of teaching and guiding, but there is another method
that is equally acceptable when regarded as necessary: the harsh way of
attacking evil views in order to reveal the true understanding. In Japanese
these two views go together in the expression shakubuku – shôju, which
stand for the two opposite attitudes in guiding sentient beings: shakubuku
stands for the aggressive method of conquering evil aggressively, or to
“preach down”, while shôju is the friendly method of transforming others
by assimilating and embracing them. The last method obviously dominates,
but both are seen as valid expressions of Buddha’s means of salvation.
Only one Buddhist movement in modern times has definitely and
consistently applied the aggressive method, Soka Gakkai, but others have
also elements of fervor that seems rather aggressive.
For some reason the intensity of missionary urge and concern seems to be
related to a sense of crisis and despair. The most intense activity in modern
Christian missions was to a great extent motivated by eschatological
expectations (Christ is coming soon, “the house is burning”), or the despair
of envisioning the millions falling into hell without hearing the Gospel.
Buddhism does not have similar fears – hell is not eternal perdition, there is
no imminent coming, and there is always rebirth into a new life where the
search for truth may continue – but there are certainly periods of crisis that
have intensified the urge for spreading the message. One classical example
is the Kamakura period in Japan (particularly the thirteenth century), which
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was a time of crisis. The country had been ravaged by wars, famines,
earthquakes, and epidemics, and the society was threatened by despair and
unrest. The traditional teaching of the three ages of the Dharma was adopted
in order to explain the total corruption of society. The first period after Buddha
was the time of “the right Dharma”, then came the period of the “imitation
Dharma”, and now was the evil time, “the end of Dharma” when both practice
and enlightenment was lost, only the teaching was left. In this critical period
some of the most vital movement in Buddhism – Pure Land Buddhism,
Nichiren Buddhism, and Zen – were brought from the Buddhist centers of
learning and power to the provinces where the ordinary people were living,
primarily through fervent preaching and propagation.
Another time for new initiatives in Buddhist missionary work was the end
of the nineteenth century, when Japanese Buddhism was so challenged by
the advance of Christian missionary activity, that they organized Buddhist
missionary societies, both in order to work among Japanese overseas (e.g.
the United States and Hawaii), in China and Korea, and as a number of
quite active reform movements within Japan. Similar developments may
be observed in Ceylon (Sri Lanka), and to a certain extent in China.
One particular aspect of Buddhist missionary activity is the variety of
missionary work among a great number of new Buddhist movements and
New Religions with Buddhist background. The most conspicuous in Japan
after the Pacific War were Soka Gakkai and Risshô Kôseikai, Buddhist lay
movements that had exhibited a remarkable growth and even involved
themselves actively in overseas missions and peace work. Among more
recent movements that exhibit strong missionary spirit are Kôfuku no
Kagaku (Science of Happiness) in Japan, and Fo Guang Shan (Buddha
Light Mountain) in Taiwan. Whether these will maintain their missionary
vitality and expansive power is still to be seen.
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Islam as a Missional Religion
Jan Opsal
‘Mission’ as a comparative term
Let me first thank Professor Mikaelsson for focusing on the issue of
‘mission’ from the perspective of the discipline comparative religion. The
field needs a defined term for classification of a phenomenon that has for
too long been ignored. Let me also thank Professor Mikaelsson for
challenging the missiologists to also consider ‘mission’ as a phenomenon
that we do not only find within Christianity, but also in other religions. It is
helpful for scholars in the field of missiology to reflect upon similar
phenomena in other religions.
I agree that it would have been good to have a neutral term, and I have
considered the term ‘self-expansion’ for this purpose. I think, however,
that it is difficult to replace ‘mission’. First it is widely used already, both
in the scholarly community and in the wider community. Secondly it has
also been used by several religions in their own self-expansion activities,
we have examples of both Islamic and Hindu Missions, making use of the
term ‘mission’ in the English names of their organisations.
In my own work, I have like Professor Mikaelsson found it fruitful to define
the term ‘mission’ in a broad sense, maybe even broader than Professor
Mikaelsson has suggested. I take this opportunity to propose a definition
of ’mission’ as a comparative term as a religion’s ideology and practice of
self-expansion. In my opinion, we need to address the ideology as well as
the practice, the intent as well as the result in order to have the most relevant
understanding of what mission is in different religions. There will not always
be a correspondence between intent and result, and therefore I think we
need to address the entire process of self-expansion. In my opinion we
need a wider perspective than focusing on individual conversions to a
religion. Islam is a good example of a religion expanding also in other
ways than through conversions of individuals.
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The Islamic perspective
I understand my task as giving a response with respect to Islam. As I am
not a Muslim myself, I can of course not give an insider perspective. A
Muslim spokesperson would probably emphasize different aspects of Islam
compared to what I will do here in response to Professor Mikaelsson. But
I have been trying over the years to develop a relevant understanding of
Islam and on one occasion I was in fact asked to speak on behalf of a
Muslim group to the Norwegian community in which they were living. I
have also had the honour of having my books on Islam recommended by
Muslim leaders in Norway.
My response will focus on what we could call missional aspects of Islam. I will
consider ideologies and practices that can be said to have a missional dimension.
I will not limit my observations to ideologies and practices that would be seen
as related to Islamic mission in an introduction to Islam written by Muslims. I
will rather have a wide approach as I have already indicated above.
The concept of universality
The foundation of the missional dimension of Islam is the concept of
universality. This universality is based on the belief that Muhammad is the
last prophet. His message, the Qur’an is the final word of Allah to
humankind. The quintessence of this belief is formulated in the creed of
Islam, the shahadah, which is also the first of Islam’s five pillars: There is
no god but Allah, and Muhammad is his messenger. This message contains
divine instructions for individual life and life in family and community. In
order to implement these instructions in the world of Allah, this message
needs to be spread.
Islam is seen as the last and final religion in a history that also includes
Judaism and Christianity. These religions, at least in their original and
authentic forms, are leading towards Islam. Other religions are viewed in a
more critical perspective, especially the polytheistic religions. But all
religions may contain some truth; Islam estimates that there have been
124.000 prophets during the history of humankind, preaching a monotheistic
belief to all peoples of the world.
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The Islamic term dawah
One central term in Islam for the self-expansion process is the Arabic term
dawah. The terms means invitation and it was originally used in the context
of Islamic conquests. The conquered ones were then given the choice
between accepting Islam, accepting to become a dhimmi (protected religious
group under Islamic rule) or ‘the sword’ which would mean continued
fighting until death. The invitation to accept Islam and become a dhimmi
group was called dawah.
Dawah is nowadays often carried out as an independent activity, often in
the form of information activity, although information about Islam is
technically speaking something leading to dawah and making the actual
dawah possible as the invitation requires some knowledge about Islam.
Jihad wars
During the first century of Islam the Muslim armies conquered an area
from Indus to the Iberian Peninsula. There is no doubt that these wars had
the spread of Islam as one of their objectives. By means of these wars
Islam became the dominant religion of this vast area, although Muslims
remained in minority for centuries in some of the areas.
The term jihad itself is not limited to military warfare for the purpose of
spreading Islam. The term means something like ‘effort’ and is used by
Muslims to describe all kinds of religiously motivated efforts. The effort
may be a spiritual effort against evil in the world or against evil within
oneself. The latter effort is called the greater jihad (al-jihad al-akbar) by
the Sufis. The effort may also be a military effort to spread Islam, but
nowadays the most common understanding of Jihad is that a military Jihad
is only legitimate if it is necessary to defend Islam against a military attack.
This is because Jihad is illegitimate if there is not a reasonable chance of
winning the war. After the second failed Muslim siege of Vienna in 1683
the conclusion was that it would no longer be possible to conquer the world
for Islam by means of military war.
This means that there is no longer representative support within Islam for Jihad
as a method of mission, because it cannot possibly lead to an expansion of dar
al-islam. In the language of modern Jihad groups the concept that Islam is
under attack is dominating, and thus they see their actions as a war of defence.
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Muslim empires
During the history of Islam a number of Muslim empires have played a
significant role in the expansion of Islam. There have been numerous Arab,
African, Turkish, Indian and Indonesian Muslim empires. The political roles
of Islam in these empires have been different, but under different
circumstances these empires have promoted the expansion of Islam.
By establishing Islamic political dominance the dar al-islam, the House of
Islam, has been expanded. This means that Islam in one form or another
has come to shape people’s lives, including the lives of those who have not
converted to Islam.
In some cases the Muslim empires also have sent out missionaries, like the
Ottoman Sultan who sent a number of Bektashi Sufi missionaries to the
Balkans before sending his armies into the area. One more recent example
is the Call of Islam Society, the mission organisation of Muhammar
Ghadaffi’s Libya.
Muslim professionals
A very significant aspect of the early expansion of Islam in the early centuries
has been the influence of Muslim professionals travelling outside the world
of Islam. These professionals have especially worked in the fields of trade,
finance, law or education.
The traders brought Islam with them as they travelled along the trade routes
immediately outside the Muslim world. Their prayers were often performed
in public in the marketplaces. People observing these prayers automatically
received a piece of information about the religious practice of these traders.
This could lead to conversations on religious matters. It was no coincidence
that Islam was introduced to the trade communities, as trade was a very
important aspect of the first context of Islam in Mecca and Medina. Several
aspects of Islam have a special relevance for traders, like the lunar calendar
or the legal guidelines for trade contracts.
The traders also touched the area of finance. Islam regulated financial issues
like interest and the welfare contribution. It was also significant that people
being identified with Islam often were rich. Therefore Islam was often seen
as a religion providing economic progress and success.
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Legal experts could influence for example legal contracts concerning trade
and other kinds of cooperation. This was especially significant in a context
with city-states or with traditional ethnic laws. Such local law systems
often hindered trade or cooperation. The Muslim lawyers brought a legal
system that was not biased when it came to tensions between neighbouring
cities or peoples. Therefore it was often seen as neutral, and the Islamic
legal experts often emphasized the universality of Islamic law.
Islamic scholars also travelled outside the Muslim empires. They were often
much sought after as the level of knowledge in the Muslim world was
much higher than in most surrounding areas. This was true in the fields of
medicine, mathematics, astronomy, navigation and philosophy. The Islamic
scholars saw these disciplines in the light of their belief in Allah as creator,
and therefore their teachings were not religiously neutral.
Islamization of institutions of society
The professionals often introduced one further level of islamization, which
would be the islamization of key institutions in the society. This happened
when Islamic principles of law were accepted in local settings. It happened
when Muslim teachers started schools based on principles and content
brought from the Muslim world. It also happened when the Arabic alphabet
was used for writing the local language.
This type of islamization establishes an Islamic influence on different aspects
of daily life. The focus is not on conversion, but as Islam influences and defines
aspects of daily life, the threshold for individual conversions may be lowered.
Sufi preachers
Members of the Sufi brotherhoods often travelled outside the Muslim world.
They would often be seen as “holy men” and approached for counselling
or healing. Their preaching and teaching took place in homes and
marketplaces. This kind of introduction to Islam was open to everyone as a
conversion to Islam was not required.
Those who felt that they were helped through the ministry of the Sufis
easily came to see Islam as a real and effective spiritual movement. It is not
surprising that they were more inclined to become Muslims at a later stage.
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Marriage
In some cases Islam has spread by means of marriage. Two aspects of
Islamic law are relevant for such a process. First the option for a Muslim
man to marry four wives and then the principle that a Muslim man may
marry a Jewish or a Christian wife, whereas a Muslim woman is not allowed
to marry a non-Muslim man. Then it is presupposed that the children will
follow the father in terms of religion.
This implies that when a Muslim man marries a non-Muslim woman, the
children of that couple will be Muslims, and the Islamic community will
grow at the cost of the other community. I am aware that this principle is
not always followed, but my general impression is that this contributes to
the growth of Islam.
One may object here that marriage to non-Muslims is hardly a deliberate
mission strategy, even when the result is a growing number of Muslims. It
is true that in this area we are seeing more result than intent, but we also
find examples that Muslims are recommending these kinds of marriages in
order to expand Islam. One of the four Sunni law schools actually
recommended that Muslim men marry Jewish and Christians women in
order to expand Islam.
Migration
Nowadays millions of Muslims are living outside the traditional borders of
the Muslim world. More than twenty million Muslims are living in Europe
and North America, according to recent estimates. Their presence is in
itself an introduction of Islam to Western audiences. Among those
Westerners who convert to Islam we find people who were disappointed
with Christianity as the traditional religion of the West, and the mere
presence of Muslims in the West have drawn their attention to Islam.
Mission is hardly the individual motivation for the migrants. They rather
came to the West to seek work, education or refuge. But as they came, many
of them also shared their faith with others in schools, workplaces or
neighbourhoods. We also find Muslim leaders who see the millions of Muslims
in the diaspora as a part of a divine plan, telling their fellow Muslims that
dawah is the divine purpose of their presence in the West, and that they
should take every opportunity to invite Westerners to accept Islam.
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Mission agencies
In more recent times we have seen a number of Muslim mission agencies
organized after the model of Christian missions. This was the strategy of
the Ahmadiyya movement after it originated in India a century ago.
Ahmadiyya put an emphasis on the use of media in order to spread the
message of Islam, including translating the Qur’an into other languages.
During the twentieth century this movement was declared heretic and after
1979 Ahmadiyyas are denied pilgrimage visas for the hajj.
But there are other Muslim mission agencies. One of the most widespread
agencies has been the Call of Islam Society (call = dawah), the state mission
agency of Muhammar al-Ghadaffi in Libya. This society has worked in
more than 130 countries and have supported mosque building, radio
programs, schools and hospitals, and has given scholarships to young people
to study in Libya or in another Muslim world.
Other agencies operate out of the Asian Middle East, and the Muslim World
League is one of the most significant ones. We may also consider the
Wahhabiya movement as a mission movement, working hard to influence
African Muslims to become more Saudi style Muslims. Information is a
key activity of these mission agencies. We have noted that information is
sometimes seen as an equivalent of dawah. In this context we note that
Muslims in the West have also set up information agencies with the purpose
of providing information in their own Western contexts.
It is also interesting to notice that some groups use the ‘mission’ term in a
way that resembles the way it is used in the Christian “Inner Mission”
tradition. This is the case when we consider World Islamic Mission as a
mission movement. This is the Pakistani dominated group which built the
first purpose-build mosque in Norway in the 1990s, having a clear emphasis
on work among those who are already Muslims.
Conclusion
Examining self-expansion in Islam as a missional dimension of the religion
can open for interesting comparative perspectives. It seems to be fruitful to
have a wide definition of the term ‘mission’, maybe even wider than
suggested by Professor Mikaelsson. Our review has demonstrated that a
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number of dynamics have contributed to the expansion of Islam, which is a
consequence of the universalism derived from the creed of Islam.
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The Emergence and Challenge of the
Missional Church Concept in the West
Knud Jørgensen
[T]he church, as the people of God in the world, is inherently a missionary
church. It is to participate fully in the Son’s redemptive work as the Spirit
creates, leads, and teaches the church to live as the distinctive people of
God … The church is. The church does what it is. The church organizes
what it does. The nature of the Church is based on God’s presence through
the Spirit. The ministry of the church flows out of the church’s nature. The
organization of the church is designed to support the ministry of the church”
(Van Gelder 2001:31, 37).
Missional is an unfamiliar word in Norwegian. In English, one differs
between missionary and missional; in Norwegian both words are translated
missionary. The word missionary refers to the specific mission activities of
the church, whereas the word missional is related to the nature of the church,
as being sent by God to the world. In the following we will elaborate on the
meaning of the term missional church.
My own way
There are several ways to approach the issue. My way began in Ethiopia
and East Africa, where I as a young missionary encountered a living church:
where priority was given to prayer, where one had a strong trust in the
word of God, where Christ-centred preaching called for conversion and
faith, where the vitality of the congregation attracted outsiders, where the
Church was open to the work of the Holy Spirit within a broad charismatic
understanding, and where conversion, rebirth, surrender and empowerment
were interwoven in equipping the people of God for service.
This marked a sharp contrast to the church I encountered upon returning to
Europe. Thinking back to that time, I believe that the Western church of the
eighties was a bewildered church – we still believed in the past; at the same
time there was a growing awareness that the methods of the past were not
well adapted to a modern context. We were desperately testing new methods
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and efforts – some of which were good, but not radical enough. Still we
were carrying out mission far away from home, without taking seriously
that we too were situated in a mission context.
Some suspected that something was wrong. One of them was the old English
missionary Leslie Newbigin. He had served as a missionary in South India
for several decades before returning to Birmingham in the seventies. He
soon commenced writing books about the church in the West. I remember
reading one of his first books, Foolishness to the Greeks (Newbigin 1986).
It shocked me: not only did Newbigin fall out with the rationalistic
modernism of the West, he also claimed that our Western, modern culture
was the least receptive to the Gospel. In his autobiography he writes:
There is a cold contempt for the Gospel which is harder to face than
opposition… England is a very pagan society and the development of a
truly missionary encounter with this very tough form of paganism is the
greatest intellectual and practical task facing the Church (Newbigin, 1985).
Reading Newbigin did something to me. I started to realize that my
experiences from Ethiopia and the East African revival – and later from the
growing church in China – were experiences of how the church was meant
to be. Not only were these churches following in the footsteps of the Acts
with regard to the power and presence of the Holy Spirit, they also
represented a living people of God, in praise and weeping, people who
gave priority to walking in the light, and who in their lives demonstrated
God’s renewing and healing power in their contexts. In a later book on
missional church I found a description of my experiences:
The “holy” people will be those who have been set apart for Christ’s service.
They are the people different from those around them, different because
they have given their ultimate allegiance to God through Jesus as Lord
(Guder 1998:119).
 In addition to Newbigin, I remember reading everything I came across by
another English “missionary”, Eddie Gibbs. He wrote about church growth
and the nominal Christianity of the West. In one of his last books he describes
some of the quantum leaps that have occurred within church and Christian
service. One of the challenges he describes is related to how the church
should become mission-oriented rather than market-driven. According to
Gibbs, a shift towards a mission-oriented congregation begins with a renewal
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of our personal and common spiritual life through adoration and spirituality:
“We cannot convincingly introduce people to someone we knew a long
time ago or someone we simply read about” (Gibbs 2000:61ff). This was
exactly what the sisters and brothers in East Africa and Ethiopia had
emphasized: We must walk in the light lest the devil catches us in the dark.
Therefore, we must confess our sins and wash our clothes in the blood of
the Lamb. Indeed, missional church has to do with rediscovering the sources
and a return to what makes us salt and light.
The Background for the Missional Church-Concept
Directing attention to the local church was not a new idea. Following the
Second Vatican Council (1962-65), the Catholic Church in Latin America
put much emphasis on the base congregations as the carriers of God’s
mission. In the sixties, a study program on The Missionary Structure of the
Congregation was initiated and carried out by the World Council of
Churches. Several interesting ideas were aired with regard to the identity
of the church as missional and a need for new forms (e.g. house fellowships).
However, this process was overshadowed by other big developments within
WCC (humanization, dialogue, Salvation Today, the struggle against racism)
(Jensen 1999:105). Also within the evangelical context there was an
increasing focus on the local church, not least due to the influence from the
church growth theories that came out of The School of World Mission at
Fuller Theological Seminary. I studied there as a young missionary and
was constantly imprinted that mission is related to the multiplication of
churches. These ideas still play an important role in the two-thirds world,
and there are several examples of this in Norway as well (DAWN, Alpha,
Forum for Naturlig Kirkevekst).
The term missional church is based on these different streams from catholic,
ecumenical and evangelical theology and practice. The term itself came
out of The Gospel and Our Culture network, which was initially established
in England in 1989, and was soon exported to North America and elsewhere.
The network was inspired by the returning missionary Leslie Newbigin.
From his early books, I particularly remember The Open Secret (1978),
Foolishness to the Greeks (1986) and The Gospel in a Pluralist Society
(1991). The influence of Newbigin’s theology of cultural plurality on these
missiological streams has been well documented by George R. Hunsberger
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in Bearing the Witness of the Spirit (1998). The American version of the
network also pays tribute to Newbigin; at the same time it is very
preoccupied with its own North American context. This is illustrated by
the fact that all the books on the topic mention North America in the titles,
for example The Church between Gospel and Culture. The Emerging
Mission in North America (Hunsberger & Van Gelder 1996); Missional
Church. A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America (Guder
1998); and Confident Witness – Changing World. Rediscovering the Gospel
in North America (Van Gelder 1999). The focus on context is a common
feature within the missional church thinking: What does our mission context
require in terms of calling, tasks and witness? And what kind of leadership
does this context call for?
It was the American Gospel and Our Culture Network that created the term
missional church. This is particularly evident in the book Missional Church.
A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America (Guder 1998).
This book was the result of a three-year study project aiming at analyzing
the situation of the American church and at defining its challenges within a
mission context. Here, missional is defined in order to underline “the
essential nature and vocation of the church as God’s called and sent people”
(Guder 1998:11). Further, it is emphasised that missional ecclesiology
should be biblical, historical, contextual, eschatological and be practicable.
Darrell L. Guder, the editor of this book, raises the issue of the conversion
of the church in another book, The Continuing Conversion of the Church
(Guder 2000). This conversion is related to re-thinking theology,
evangelization, worship, leadership and structures. Most importantly, it
demands undertaking measures against the gospel reductionism within the
church: The early church went from movement to becoming an institution,
Constantine’s church replaced the understanding of the gospel as an event
with the formulation of a defined faith system consisting of truths; the
Kingdom of God was conceived as the eternity that awaits a Christian after
death; salvation was given to the individual by the church, in particular
through the sacraments. On the basis of these gospel reductions, the
organizational structure of the church was transformed into state religion
and the administrator of religious meaning in the society (Guder 2000:103ff).
Likewise, according to Guder, the reformation and pietism have reduced
the gospel to a matter of salvation for the individual: “The benefits of
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salvation are separated from the reason for which we receive God’s grace
in Christ: to empower us as God’s people to become Christ’s witnesses.
This fundamental dichotomy between the benefits of the gospel and the
mission of the gospel constitutes the most profound reductionism of the
gospel” (Guder 2000:120). Salvation is not for our own benefit, but to
make us witnesses.
Another central network, also inspired by Newbigin, is an international
research project A Missiology of Western Culture, established in 1992 and
coordinated by the Fuller professor Wilbert Shenk. Out of this research
project came a number of small books from 1995 and onwards. The aim of
the books was to investigate the challenges and developments of the Western
culture, in order to raise the awareness within the church of its missional
obligations in a bewildered culture. Among the contributors to the book
series were David Bosch (1995), Douglas John Hall (1997), Alan J.
Roxburgh (1997) and Wilbert Shenk (1995 & 1999).
Also within the World Council of Churches there has been an interest in
issues related to Gospel and Culture. A study process within the member
churches was initiated, and Gospel and Cultures was the topic for a large
mission conference in Brazil in 1996. Within the evangelical context the
issue has appeared increasingly often, especially within the World
Evangelical Alliance, where the theme has been made the topic for a study
project, which was discussed at a consultation in Singapore in 2004.
Continental Europe has been more reluctant with regard to Newbigin’s
ideas; his pessimism about the Enlightenment and Western culture might
account for this. It has been argued that it is not constructive to wish that
the Enlightenment had never taken place – after all it constitutes the very
basis for our lives today. The contrast between modernity and post modernity
may sometimes have been painted in terms that are too dualistic in the
Anglo-Saxon world. Still, the issue has also been taken seriously in Europe,
but the point of departure on the Continent has been missio dei rather than
missional church. It is also likely that our state- and folk-church structures
have prevented us from discovering the full meaning of being minorities
and churches in a mission context – after all 85% of the population are
members of the church anyway.
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A Changing World
Since 1974 Leslie Newbigin worked to understand the Western culture that
was so difficult to reach with the gospel. In particular, I remember his
analysis of the consequences of the Enlightenment: Religion has become
individualized and privatized – Christian faith has become a private matter
and therefore one has created a dividing line between the private and public
spheres and between faith and society. “Facts” belong to the public sphere,
whereas values have been relegated to the private sphere.
This focus on a changing world is followed up within the missional church
thinking: We are in the midst of a mission context and we need to acquaint
ourselves with the nature of our own context. In North America the concern
with the surroundings is expressed in the following way:
The churches of North America live at this time and place. For the church
to ask the question of its own identity and mission in this time and place, it
must be clear about the nature of the cultural context that it shares and by
which it is shaped. Only on that ground can we properly engage the issue
of faithfulness to the gospel in incarnational terms (Guder 2000:15).
On this background we get an overview of the factors of the North American
culture that are critical for the missional church: The Enlightenment’s
exaltation of the autonomous human being, modern man as a citizen with
rights and freedoms, modern man as consumer and as a product of
technology. Then follows an overview of patterns in the emerging post-
modern American culture: endless opportunities made possible through
technology, a loss of common experiences, meaning mediated as surface
and pictures, fluctuating relations, a multiplicity of access to sexual
expression and experiences, individual spirituality without the need of
organized religion, haphazard violence and culture clashes, and an
experience of anger or bitterness because much of our common history has
lost its validity, or been compromised (Guder 2000:36ff)
Of particular importance is how truth is made relative: There has been a
shift of focus from epistemology, that is how we understand truth, to
hermeneutics, where the important concern is which assumptions one
includes in the quest for truth. This pathway easily leads to a situation
where all views are made relative – there are many truths, but no Truth.
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Our conception of truth is constantly developing. Further, one is concerned
with the decentred self: “When “god” died in the equation of modernity, it
was only a matter of time before the modern self would also expire” (Guder
2000:41). The result is bewildered people without direction and guidance.
Finally, the North Americans are much concerned with the pluralistic society,
which also is the multi-cultural and multi-religious society. In such s society
individualism is not so much the choice of the individual as it is a lifestyle
one is forced into. Therefore many people dream of “a place where
everybody knows your name” (from the theme of the TV-series Cheers),
however, few people experience this within the church.
The Englishman Eddie Gibbs describes post-modernism along similar lines,
as a pessimistic wishful thinking, nihilism with a smile. In such a culture
truth is related to consensus and “whatever works for you”. There is no
meta-narrative, no great history to inspire, no explanation-of-everything,
no meaning, and no purpose of life waiting to be discovered (Gibbs
2000:28f). Instead we find ourselves in a terra incognita, a world in which
we have not lived before. We are shipwrecked and thrown upon a shore for
which we were not prepared (Roxburgh 1999b:20ff). What does it mean to
be church within this context? How do we carry out a shift from market-
driven to mission-oriented, from a dying orthodoxy to a living faith, from
belonging to believing and back again to belonging?
When the Danish missiologist Mogens Mogensen describes the mission
context he is, among other things, preoccupied with the so-called
secularization – so-called because most scholars were wrong when they
predicted that religion would lose its influence and eventually disappear:
What actually did occur was that Christianity and the church lost its support
and position within the Western society and have become increasingly
marginalized, while at the same time religion in general has flourished, as it
has throughout the rest of the world. In England, church membership has to
15%, and in several East-German cities memberships have dropped as low
as 10%. In my time, church membership in Denmark has dropped by 15%,
and church attendance has decreased by three quarters (Mogensen 2003b).
At the same time our Scandinavian societies have developed into multi-
societies – multi-ethnical, multicultural, and multi-religious. In the midst
of this development faith has been cut loose: One third of the Danish
population believe in reincarnation, and large groups make use of religious
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or quasi-religious therapists (Mogensen 2003b; see also Engedal and
Sveinall’s analysis of Norwegian conditions in Troen er løs, 2000).
A new Norwegian missional initiative, Menighet i bevegelse, under the
direction of Samarbeidsråd for Menighet og Misjon, lifts up similar social
aspects in its analysis of our mission context: Pluralization (the church
does no longer belong to a unified culture), differentiation and
professionalization of both society and church (which challenge us to rethink
the concept of priesthood of all believers), privatization (we become “multi-
religious actors” who shift among several offers on the religious
marketplace), and a folk-religious consumer culture (SMM 2003) My
Danish colleague Birger Nygaard has gathered some of these challenges to
the Western church in the presentation below:
2003: A Changing World –
From modern to post-modern
Break with Epistemological Development of
Constantine shift  new spirituality
Tradition
Multi-culture The church in the  Attack on
/religion West today  the core church
Break-up  Individualization Structural
of family of faith challenges
Mission in a Changing World
In a simplified way, one could say that the conception of church and mission
has gone through four major paradigm shifts during the last two centuries
(see also Mogensen 2002):
1) The ellipse structure of the modern mission movement (which dates back
to Paul and the Antioch church and is later found within monastic movement
and church) was rediscovered by William Carey through his vision of
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establishing mission societies. This idea is described in his An Enquiry into
the Obligations of Christians to Use Means for the Conversion of the Heathens
from 1792. This resulted in a number of mission societies with an elliptic
relation to the local church/established church. This structure should also be
seen in the light of the advancing voluntarism, especially in USA.
2) The establishment of the International Council for Mission in 1921, and
the World Council of Churches in 1948. These institutions merged in 1961;
behind the fusion lay an ecclesiology and missiology related to the
integration of church and mission, despite many warnings that in this way
the issue of mission was in danger of drowning in the agenda of the
established church.
3) As a reaction to this ecumenical development there was a strong emphasis
on the role of the local church and mission societies among evangelicals,
particularly voiced by Ralph Winter in The Two Structures of God’s
Redemptive Mission from 1973. He distinguishes between modality and
sodality, come- and go-structure, as two equally important sides of the nature
of the church: to be church is to maintain a static, inviting church structure,
and a dynamic, centrifugal mission structure. By dissolving the monastic
system, the reformation church lost its sodality structure. In a Scandinavian
context Johannes Aagaard (1985) distinguishes between Peter’s column
apostolate and Paul’s wandering apostolate.
4) Finally, today we experience a shift from church with a mission/mission
society towards missional church.
Wilbert Shenk (1999:186f) is one of the architects behind the missional
church thinking. When drawing a picture of mission in a changing world,
he starts by establishing that the modern mission era (1800-1999) has ended.
What came out of this era is impressive: New churches in all parts of the
world – churches that have long since taken their call for mission seriously
both nationally and globally. During this era, the West was the point of
departure for mission; the new era will, however, be shaped by the faith
and vitality of the new churches, and by socio-political factors that are
different from Pax Britannica and Pax Americana. This does not mean that
the era of mission has ended. It will always be an integral focus of the
nature of Christian faith to be in mission across the borders. Western mission
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has made blatant errors in the process, but the gospel will always demand
to be passed on – because it is the gospel. What is needed is a renewal of
faith and mission. This renewal will grow out of a new vision of Jesus
Christ as Lord and Saviour. According to Shenk, such a renewal and revival
will result in a new witness – after all, mission is witness. Throughout the
history of the church, there has always been a close connection between
Jesus-revival and mission. The same pattern is repeated in the young
churches of the two-thirds world: a renewed church bears witness to what
it has seen and heard.
At the same time, true mission, also the missional church, must relate to
issues of society. It was the Christian faith that eventually made the political
system abandon slavery, and the fight for justice and against conformity is
still an integrated part of its mission. Indeed, the missional church should
confront the culture much more than has been the case since Constantine.
The future church, even today, is in most places a minority church. The
Christian West belongs to the past; the era of Christendom has ended. Even
though we witness massive church growth in several places in Latin America
and Africa, Christians constitute a minority, and in Asia a very small
minority. There is no room for the triumphalism and ecclesial joy of power
of the past. Instead, there is a need for a servant church inspired by the new
churches – also because the greatest integrity and vitality today are found
among the churches that have experienced martyrdom. The twentieth
century saw more martyrs than any earlier eras, according to missions’
statistic David Barrett. Possibly, these churches constitute the basis for a
new missiology – a theology that prepares our Western churches to bear
witness to the Lord, also when the price is persecution. It is in this perspective
the Western church needs to see itself as a missional church, Shenk says.
Towards a Missional Church
In his pioneer book on missiology, Transforming Mission. Paradigm Shifts
in Theology of Mission (1991), the South African missiologist David Bosch
claims that we experience a shift from the modern Enlightenment paradigm
in the history of Christendom, towards a post-modern, ecumenical paradigm.
Several scholars of theology and missiology support Bosch’s concept of a
paradigm shift; in this shift, old answers will not suffice. A paradigm shift
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requires a shift of worldviews, also for the church. Above we have explored
several important elements in this shift, and we have looked at the dramatic
changes in the established churches of the West, which lead to the conclusion
that the era of Christendom has ended. During the last decades of the
twentieth century we have experienced a religious shift from the North to
the South, and a shift of gravity with regard to church and Christians: A
massive growth in the South and East, whereas the Western churches
experience a disastrous decline.
Thus, it is clear Corpus Christianum – the idea of a unity made up of state,
religion and culture as the canopy for the church’s work – no longer functions.
According to missional church ideology, the West is witnessing the end of an
era that lasted from the Constantine state church and church tradition dating
from the fourth century. This calls for a dramatic readjustment process. The
idea of Corpus Christianum symbolized wedlock between the church and
the holders of power, which, in different ways, turned a missionary church
into a pastoral institution. As the state religion of Rome, the Christian faith
became the civil religion and the society’s administrator of religious meaning.
The church’s structure adopted the shape of the society’s structure, with
parochial churches, and a clear division between clerici (priests) and idiotes
(lay people). Faith was practiced by taking part in the arrangements of the
church, and evangelization was replaced with (forced) “Christianization”.
Breaking with the Constantine tradition and its access to power and influence
is not easy (see for example Guder 2000:113ff & 140). In other parts of the
world a break with the Constantine church has already taken place, or it has
never been present in the first place. To Westerners it has in some places and
countries become an obstacle to mission because it conceals the fact that we
are situated in a mission context.
Constantinianism is a hard habit to break. It is particularly hard when it
seems that we do so much good by remaining in “power”. It is hard to
break because all our categories have been set by the church’s establishment
as a necessary part or Western civilization (Hauerwas 1991:18).
Thus, the vision to be a missional church is born out of a critique of our
conception of being church. The response to a mission situation is not to
initiate efforts to “communicate with modern man”; rather it is to ask what
is wrong with today’s church since the gospel appears so irrelevant to so
many. The features of the Constantine church are similar to a Lutheran
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conception of the church as the place for preaching the gospel and
administering the sacraments. A missional church is where the people of
God – in following Christ – participate in God’s mission through being,
word and deed, in their daily lives. The symbols of the Constantine church
are the place, the temple, the Word, the sacred, whereas the symbols of the
missional church are the way, discipleship, wholeness and everyday life.
Likewise, one can distinguish between the custodians of the Constantine
church: a clerical hierarchy of static institutions, and the custodians of the
missional church: lay people, who dynamically live out their faith in
everyday situations (Nygaard 2003). Although simplified, Nygaard’s
contrasting of Constantine and missional identity presents the differences
(See illustration):
Constantinian Missional Identity
From Towards
Majority church in the Marginalized minority
centre of culture church
Mono-culture/-religion Multi-culture/-religions
World evangelization New evangelization
accomplished of every generation
The unchanging structure Ecclesia semper
of the church reformanda
Institutions Sojourning
Focus on control Uncontrollable, guided
– rules by convictions
Institutionally resourceful Powerlessness, suffering servant
The church as a co-sponsor The church as a critic of
of culture the culture
In the midst of this paradigm shift the question is: How to be God’s church
in our time? This question in turn leads to a number of new questions –
about everything we are and do as Christians and as church. This is not a
matter of new methods or models. When encountering the challenges of a
changing society, Westerners tend to think in terms of analyses, solutions,
projects – new church models, electronic church, reshaped worship, and
evangelization efforts – whereas the shift that we experience raises questions
about the theology and spirituality. We are forced to reread the Scripture
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about what it means to be God’s people in the world, and about being signs
of the Kingdom of God through who we are, what we do, and what we say. In
this light, one can but wonder how we for decades have made the whole
known church structure such an integral part of the gospel, and how we have
carried out a determined reduction of the gospel (from making disciples to a
preoccupation with the personal salvation of the individual), and a reduction
of what it means to be church – from the one, holy, catholic and apostolic
church to a church that defines itself only by what it does – the proclamation
of the gospel and the administration of baptism and communion (Van Gelder
2000:53ff). In this way, the reformers shifted the attention away from what
the church is to what the church does. Through this focus on sermon and
sacraments the church service became the primary task of the church, but the
church is also called to engage in other functions like fellowship, making
disciples, service and witness in the midst of society, Van Gelder says
(2000:57). Wilbert Shenk is preoccupied with the same issue:
The confessional statements…all emphasize the function rather than the
being of the church. Ecclesiologically the church is turned inward. The
thrust of these statements, which were the very basis for catechising and
guiding the faithful, rather than equipping and mobilizing the church to
engage the world, was to guard and preserve (Shenk 1995:38).
In this way, there was little room for the gifts of the Spirit, equipping,
mission, and the service of lay people.
Throughout the last fifty years the missio dei-theology has taught us that
mission starts with God and is born out of his initiative, and not just another
activity of the church. Thus, we have learned to speak of a missional God
and understand the church as being sent by God. However, this missional
reorientation of theology must be rooted in order to revolutionize our entire
theology, our theological education and ecclesiology: to be church is to be
in mission, not a church that runs a mission, but which is mission in nature,
word and deed, lifestyle and attraction.
The concept missional church in this way tries to capture the old truth that
mission is part of the church’s esse. Without mission there is no church. It
lies in the genes of the church to be missional, and any ecclesiological
discussion without this point of departure will necessarily derail and end
up speaking of something else than the church. Therefore, mission should
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not be reduced to a task or a program, it is primarily the nature of the
church – a nature that grows out of God’s nature. In the midst of the crisis
that the traditional, established church of the West experiences, what will
remain is a missional fellowship of people who live by, and demonstrates
the gospel of the Kingdom of God through being, word and deed. Such
was the ecclesiological paradigm of the early church and such should a
new paradigm be.
This new paradigm will strive to formulate theology, spirituality and structure
that pave the way for a missional nature within the church, locally and globally.
In Norway it would imply what is expressed in the aims of the Church of
Norway, to be “a confessing, serving, missional and open folk-church”. This
is a matter of finding the right balance between the nature of the church
(what the church is), its tasks (ministry; what the church does) and its structure
(how the church organizes itself) (Van Gelder 2000:37).
Church and mission need to be merged into a common concept. Ecclesiology
and missiology are not separate from the theological disciplines, but are,
in fact, interrelated and complementary. They start at the same point, with
the Triune God in mission to all of creation. They speak of the same reality
– the church is to participate fully in God’s mission to all of creation. We
need to integrate our understanding of church and mission. We need to
develop a missiological ecclesiology (Van Gelder 2000:31).
The term missional church is an expression of the fact that the church is
not primarily the institution with services, activities and a mission in the
periphery. Therefore, the task is not to invent a number of mission programs
aiming to attract new churchgoers. Instead we are challenged to be what
the church has always been: people of flesh and blood carrying the reality
of the gospel within them, communicating it through missional being and
action. For that reason, it is likely, that the famous, but seldom realized,
priesthood of all believers will become the basic church and mission
structure. Together with this structure one could hope for a rediscovery of
the gifts of the Spirit in a broad biblical conception, as that which equips
the missionary congregation in a post-modern reality (Nygaard 1999).
This focus on church as mission also means that our ability to be magnets
attracting people to Christ becomes important, as it is in our sister churches
of the South and East. Therefore, a missional church should emphasize
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meditation, spirituality, presence, genuineness and lifestyle. Modelled on
our brothers and sisters in the South and East, we should in a new way
become personal carriers of the spiritual reality the world longs for. Before
becoming centrifugal we should return to the centre – to live centripetally.
And, finally, when going out, our primary task is to be witnesses. The missional
thinking often and markedly underlines that the church’s missional call,
according to the New Testament, is to be witnesses. Mission is witness.
Martyria is the sum of kerygma, koinonia and diaconia – all three of which
constitute important dimensions of the witness for which the church is called
and sent: “We are using a missiological hermeneutic when we read the New
Testament as the testimony (witness) of witnesses, equipping other witnesses
for the common mission of the church” (Guder 2000:53-55). Thus, testimony
becomes a demonstration through the lives and actions of God’s people to
the fact that the Kingdom of God becomes present in the disciples of Jesus
Christ. In this way the testimony of the gospel defines the identity, activities
and communication that the church has been called to since Pentecost.
What does a missional church look like in practical terms? The Gospel and
Our Culture Network has developed the following indicators:
 It is a church that proclaims the gospel.
 It is a fellowship where all members are involved in learning to become
Jesus’ disciples.
 The Bible is the norm by which the church lives.
 The church understands itself as different, but not set apart, from the world
due to its participation in the life, death and resurrection of its Master.
 The church tries to discern God’s particular missional call for the entire
fellowship and all its members.
 Christians relate to each other in a Christian manner.
 The church is a place for reconciliation.
 People within the fellowship show responsibility for each other in love.
 The church worship is the central action, where the fellowship celebrates
with joy and gratitude God’s presence and His promise of a future.
 The church is a fellowship with a living, public testimony.
 One is conscious that the church is an incomplete expression of the
Kingdom of God (quoted from Gibbs 2000:56)
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At the same time as we see positive developments with regard to these
ideas in Norway – in local churches, within parishes, increased focus on
spirituality and spiritual formation – Mogens Mogensen is probably right
when he lifts up some key areas that need particular attention on the way
towards a missional church:
 A humble church and mission – a recognition of weakness and crisis.
 Various ways to be church – for example family, synagogue and temple.
 Focus on lay people as the ordinary pastors, and the ordained pastors as
assistants to the ordinary pastors.
 Contextualization – a more profound engagement with both culture/
context and the Bible.
 A reinterpretation of mission as what the church is, does and says,
including:
 A development of spirituality
 Involvement in the culture of the local community
 Learning to speak of our faith
 Learning to listen and to encourage dialogue with people outside the
church (Mogensen 2003b:10)
Missional Leadership
The need to develop alternative leadership is a central concern within
missional church thinking. Leslie Newbigin shares this concern (see for
example 1989.234ff). The theme is found as sections and chapters in much
of the literature (Guder 1998:183ff, Guder 2000:181ff, Roxburgh 1997,
1999a and 2003). The reason for this, is that leadership is seen as the key in
order to form missional fellowships: “Leadership is a critical gift, provided
by the spirit because, as the Scriptures demonstrate, fundamental change
in any body of people requires leaders capable of transforming its life and
being transformed themselves” (Guder 1998:183). These are the words of
the chief leadership-ideologist within missional church, Alan Roxburgh.
Let me present some of his main points.
The division between clerici (priests) and idiotes (lay people) belongs to
the Constantine church tradition. Breaking this tradition would imply a
dramatic change with regard to the role and work of a pastor – in accordance
with the biblical model where the people of God is the true priesthood:
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“You are a royal priesthood...” (1 Peter 2,9). In the same way Luther, in his
early days, proclaimed that everyone baptized was a priest. The main task
of a biblical leadership (evangelist, teacher, apostle, pastor) is to equip for
service (Ephesians 4, 10-16). Darrel Guder says: “...we have forgotten how
to read the New Testament as it was intended to be read, as the equipping
of God’s people for mission. When that interpretive key is missing in our
biblical study, then every aspect of our ministry is reductionist that is captive
to a reduced and diluted version of the gospel” (Guder 2000:188). To
rediscover the pre-Constantine gospel implies going beyond our Western
reduction of church and leadership, towards a biblical understanding of a
servant leadership in the midst of God’s priesthood.
This means, Roxburgh often says, that we are in need of leaders who are
role models rather than performers and managers. Missional leadership
needs to particularly emphasize the credibility which grows out of personal
discipleship, a genuine faith and a whole personality. By the same token,
one should focus less on the church as institution or a business company,
and more on the church as an egalitarian fellowship of closely connected
people, who are missionaries through their personal and collective
testimonies in a multi-society. In this perspective, spiritual leaders are not
professionals of the church, but lay people, who faithfully live, work and
witness. Not even the basic contextualization of the gospel is the primary
task of the pastor, rather it is born out of a process where the local church
shapes and interprets the hermeneutics.
We are warned against American models, where success becomes important
and the gospel becomes a merchandise that needs the right marketing (see
also Gibbs’ critique of these models, 2001:41ff). There is no quick fix to
our crisis and problems of being church in a post-modern era. Instead, we
need to take seriously that we live in liminality (Roxburgh 1997) – in the
midst of a transition in a time of social change. This process could be
characterized as a tunnel experience: Liminality marks the space between
separation and reaggregation in a sort of rite de passage-situation: As a
church we have gone through a separation phase and are now caught in-
between the phases. There is no return to the “good” old days, and we
don’t know what the new phase will look like. We are in the desert like
God’s people on the way from Egypt to Canaan, or in a Babylonian exile,
with no promises of a return to the land that flows with milk and honey.
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This situation requires a leadership that is not prone to return to the cooking
jars of Egypt, and which is patient and does not jump to quick fix
conclusions, because this period in-between is also “a time of immense
opportunity. The potential for something new to emerge is great. The reality
of this in-between phase is the tension between these two options: to
recapture what has been lost or to risk the discovery of a new future”
(Roxburgh 1999a:2). The desert might become a fertile place because this
is where God teaches us to listen in vulnerability. The exile could become
a creative period because we are being changed through God taking us
aside. Thus, the role of the leader is to create a safe place for his sojourners,
to reflect and experiment, test and fail.
Roxburgh also makes use of an illustration of the leader as cultivator. This
term is borrowed from agriculture (cultivation) and is related to organizing
processes for which I am not the engine: some sow, some water, and some
tend and weed: How can we as leaders cultivate groups of God’s people
who live their lives in a continuous conversion to the gospel and to the
mission context in which they find themselves?
Or Roxburgh speaks of the leader as a poet: The leader converts the emotions
of his time into words – poetic leadership helps us to rediscover our identity,
and to find a way in a situation of loss and grief caused by the collapse of
old paradigms. The poet helps us to understand and tolerate how we are.
Furthermore, we need leaders who are prophets: who communicate God’s
call to conversion in today’s context. This function is important with regard
to the church’s separating itself from dying paradigms. Without prophetic
leadership we might become unable to break up and move forward.
Prophetic leadership is also related to daring to carry out powerful and
sensational symbolic acts. Finally, Roxburgh speaks of the leader as apostle
– the visionary and the one who turns vision to reality and everyday life by
painting the vision before our eyes and making it more attractive than the
old world (Roxburgh 1997)
The consequences of the missional church ideology in a Norwegian and
Nordic setting are diverse, exciting and immense. Here, our methods,
organization, evangelization and not least theology, ecclesiology, missiology
and leadership models, are scrutinized in a critical and creative light. In my
view, most of my theological books need to be rewritten or edited. The
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same applies for substantial aspects of our theological education. Could
this process be termed a call for conversion? In any case, we need to look
behind Constantine to the initial sources of God’s people, and we need to
become aware of the different reductions of the gospel over time. In this
process I believe that the inspiration from the living churches of the South
and East can play an equally central role as the Western mission endeavours
did when these churches were established.
In Norway, Samarbeidsråd for Menighet og Misjon has launched a major
project on Menighet i Bevegelse. The aim is to ”contribute to understand the
challenges of a missional church in a new era”. Therefore, one wishes to:
 discuss, clarify and mediate the meaning of “missional congregations”
 see the new challenges of the church – and how God is present – in a
constantly changing society
 obtain and develop experiences on being a missional church
 renew and develop missional attitudes and practice within the church
(SMM 2003)
SMM operates with the following definition of missional church in a
Norwegian context: “Missional congregations where the power of the gospel
inspires and equips the congregation to share its faith through presence,
word and deed, locally and globally”. The project Menighet i bevegelse
also wishes to contain and mediate central values, like living close to God,
sojourning and dialogue, awareness of context, young engagement and
leadership, the priesthood of all believers/voluntarism, solidarity and
cooperation, partnership and network, and the South as inspiration and
corrective. This project could initiate a process of inspiration, rethinking
and renewal within Norwegian churches. A similar project is in the making
in Denmark through the initiative of Folkekirkens Mission.
The church in the West carries a heavy load from the past. These goods of
tradition fill us with pride. At the same time, I am certain that we as
church today are challenged to the depth of our self-perception, in order
to pave the way for a theological and missiological return of mission to
Western churches.
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Antedating Missional Church:
David Bosch’s Views on the Missionary
Nature of the Church and on the
Missionary Structure of the Congregation
Tiina Ahonen
In the first section of this paper, I outline a framework for the contemporary
understanding of missional church. Secondly, in order to antedate the
understanding of the missional church, I approach the given topics
“missionary nature of the church” and “missionary structure of the
congregation” (which are closely connected with the concept of missio
Dei) in the light of David Bosch’s thoughts.1 Thirdly, I make some
concluding remarks on the missional character of the Christian church.
Missional church today
To be “missional” – what is it? In the latest draft of the emerging mission
document of the Lutheran World Federation, this term is used “to denote
mission as pertaining to the being of the church, while ‘missionary’ is
reserved to describe mission as the action of the church.” The draft also
states that “for a missional church, participating in God’s mission is at the
core of its nature as a church.”2
According to the draft, the church is missional in two ways. Firstly, the
church is supposed to know that “mission flows from its nature as a
witnessing community… which points to the in-breaking of God’s reign in
Christ in the world.”3 Here the emphasis is on the ontological self-
understanding of the church as the community of Christ who was sent to
and incarnated in the world. Secondly, the church should not understand
itself as a witnessing community only but also as an oikoumene community,
1
 The second section is drawn up from Ahonen 2003.
2
 LWF 2004, 2.
3
 LWF 2004, 22–23.
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which “puts priority on bringing peace, justice, health, and abundant life to
the oikos.”4 Such a church shares in a common journey with people in their
contexts and focuses on transformation, reconciliation, and empowerment.5
This comprehensive Lutheran understanding of the missional church results
from a history of different paradigms. Péri Rasolondraibe, director of the
LWF Department for Mission and Development, has distinguished the
following ones:
(1) The church without mission. The Lutheran church of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries not only saw mission as a function of the state but
also was so preoccupied with self-justification that it was unable to carry
out mission.
(2) Mission without the church. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
mission took place through revival movements, apart from the
institutionalized mainline churches.
(3) The church in mission. In the second half of the twentieth century,
ecclesiology and mission were brought together, and the church began to
understand itself as “God’s people, created and empowered by the word,
fed at the Lord’s table, and sent and led by the Holy Spirit to participate in
God’s mission in the world.”6
The last paradigm, the church in mission, also hints at the concept of missio
Dei. This concept has been renowned in ecumenical missiology since the
1950s and controversial since the 1960s. Jacques Matthey, executive
secretary for ecumenical mission study, WCC, has distinguished three
illustrative trends in the concept of missio Dei. In Matthey’s distinction,
the first trend is the so-called “classical” one. It follows the sequence of
John, chapter 20, verse 21: “So Jesus said to them again, Peace to you! As
the Father has sent me, I also send you.” According to this trend, God is in
mission through creation, and the sending of the Son, and the Spirit to
enable the church to witness in the world.7
4
 LWF 2004, 26.
5
 LWF 2004, 31.
6
 Rasolondraibe 2001, 331–333.
7
 Matthey 2001, 429. Matthey, thus, made the distinction before the concept was “buried”
in Willingen, 2002.
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The second trend, on the other hand, affirms that God is active in the secular
socio-political events of the world, through all the people of good will.
Matthey describes this trend as follows: “The church’s mission is to…
discern the signs of the times and join God (or Christ) where God is active
to transform the world towards shalom… Thus, the starting point of mission
is to respect people in their communities in terms of their struggle, ideology
and religion, and then to struggle with them according to their priorities.”8
The second trend became particularly manifest in the 1960s in the WCC
study process on the missionary structure of the congregation. It peaked
between the New Delhi Assembly (1961) and the Uppsala Assembly (1968)
but its influence has been felt strongly up to the 1980s. It also deepened the
gap between the ecumenical and evangelical circles. One of the most famous
expressions that were articulated in this study process was the conviction
that “the world provides the agenda for the church”.9 Accordingly, the
congregation in mission was to be a flexible structure that would evolve
around particular needs of people in their prevailing conditions. In favor of
“go structures” instead of the “come structures”, the church was to help
victims of crises and promote humanization.10
According to Matthey, the third and the latest trend among missio Dei
theologies is a balanced position, which combines the specific role of the
church in God’s overall mission and the broader aspect of God’s mission.
Actually, such a definition also coincides with the description that the LWF
draft (2004) issued of the missional church. For Matthey, the third trend
and the balanced position is apparent, for instance, in the section I report of
San Antonio mission conference (1989). This report articulates the famous
consensus statement on the relation between Christianity and other religions,
namely: “We cannot point to any other way of salvation than Jesus Christ;
at the same time, we cannot set limits to the saving power of God.”11
In Jacques Matthey’s personal belief, the above-mentioned San Antonio
summary is in its intention the most appropriate approach to the mystery of
God’s mission. It encourages Christians to witness to Christ’s essential
salvific role in God’s mission, and at the same time it leaves space for
8
 Matthey 2001, 429.
9
 Matthey 2001, 429–430.
10
 Thomas (ed.) 1995, 90. See also WCC 1967.
11
 Matthey 2001, 432.
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openness to the Spirit’s surprises. It prevents too exhaustive speculative
theologizing, and it makes Christians free to engage in dialogue and struggle
with other people, without attempting to put them into a theological frame.12
In my own personal belief, the comprehensive understanding of the
missional church and the balanced position among missio Dei theologies
are significantly indebted to David Bosch’s missiological contributions.
Bosch, who actually drafted the San Antonio summary, dedicated himself
to promoting mutual understanding and inclusive approaches in the middle
of confrontations. He was courageous enough to work out reconciliation
and unity by means of creative tensions.
Missional church yesterday in the light of
David Bosch’s thoughts
In the post-War Protestant and the post-Vatican Roman Catholic
understanding the church was no longer seen as being over against the
world but as sent into it and as existing for its sake. According to this
understanding, the church had a missionary nature.13 The rediscovery of
the missionary nature of the church was a fruit of a new interest that arose
in ecclesiological and eschatological studies from the 1930s onwards. Here
the sending of the church was included in the classical doctrine of Trinity,
according to which the Father sends the Son, and the Father and the Son
send the Holy Spirit. This conception of mission was especially developed
by Karl Barth and Karl Hartenstein who articulated mission definitely as
an activity of God himself. Hartenstein, who gradually moved from Barthian
theology to Cullmannian eschatology, also introduced the exact term missio
Dei in the context of conciliar Protestantism in the Willingen Conference
of the IMC in 1952. The Willingen Conference then brought the
eschatological understanding of mission and the rediscovery of the church’s
calling to worldwide mission to their culmination.14
As a student, David Bosch, who started his post-graduate studies in Basel
in 1954, became deeply influenced by these currents. He minored in
Systematic Theology under Karl Barth and in Missiology under Johannes
12
 Matthey 2001, 434–435.
13
 1991TM, 492–493.
14
 1980WW, 173, 239–242; 1991TM, 373, 389–390.
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Dürr, and majored in New Testament under Oscar Cullmann.15 It has been
argued that Cullmann’s influence on Bosch can be seen, firstly, in providing
the salvation-historical framework – from which Bosch actually distanced
himself in the 1970s, since it was a “cul de sac to try to detect where God
is at work and where he is not at work”. Secondly, Cullmann’s influence on
Bosch can be seen even more permanently in the linkage of eschatology
and mission in terms of the interim period “between the times” (zwischen
den Zeiten). The first coming of Christ inaugurated the kingdom, which,
however, is still awaiting its consummation. This time between “already
fulfilled” and “not yet completed” is, therefore, a time of tension, yet hope.16
After the Second World War, Cullmann was the main protagonist of the
salvation-historical interpretation of the relation of biblical message to the
events of history. He insisted that the structure of biblical thinking is
historical. Contrary to the Bultmannian view, which confined revelation to
the word, Cullmann believed that the revelation takes place through a series
of events in which God is active: the historical incarnation, sacrificial death,
resurrection, and parousia of his Son.17 Cullmann, like F. Kattenbusch, K.–
L. Schmidt, A. Fridrichsen, and W. A. Visser ‘t Hooft, no longer considered
eschatology and the church as contradictory elements in early Christianity.
In contrast with their predecessors, these scholars no longer saw the church
as a post-Pauline aggregation of local congregations but, instead, as an
ecclesial fellowship (koinonia), which was created by God, founded by
Christ, and analogous to the people of God in the Old Testament. Jesus as
the Son of Man was regarded as the embodiment of the communion of
saints, and the coming kingdom of God became present in the church as
the Body of Christ. The concern for ecclesiology and eschatology was thus
renewed, and it was to leave its marks on ecumenical developments and on
Christian conceptions of hope.18
Cullmann, himself a Lutheran, also participated in the Second Vatican
Council as a guest and as an official observer. According to Bosch,
Cullmann’s linkage of eschatology and mission also had a significant
influence on the Decree on the Church’s Missionary Activity, Ad Gentes 9,
15
 1992UP, 1; Kasdorf 1992, 49.
16
 Livingston 1990, 5–6.
17
 Marshall 1988, 613.
18
 Persenius 1987, 31-33, 82, 85; Yoder 1994, viii, x.
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and, thereby, on the post-Vatican Roman Catholic thinking.19 Moreover,
Bosch states that “practically all contemporary schools of eschatology and
of missionary thinking, in one way or another, are offshoots of the salvation-
history approach – even if some of them might prefer to deny this ancestry.”20
As a matter of fact, a strong opposition to the eschatological understanding
of mission began to emerge soon after the Willingen Conference. The
opposition was offered particularly by J. C. Hoekendijk and other
representatives of the so-called “salvation today” school. Hoekendijk saw
the church only as a “function” of mission. Mission involved both the
kingdom and the world in the form shalom, which he saw as an ethical
rather than as a soteriological concept. Accordingly, he began to consider
kerygma (proclamation) and koinonia (community) as less important than
diakonia (service). The emphasis of missionary thinking was, accordingly,
shifted from the church to the world as the central locus of salvation history.
This shift also included a transition from a deductive to an inductive
theological method. The dominant thought in the ecumenical theology of
mission was no longer the vocation of the church towards the world but its
vocation in, for, and as a part of the world. This thought was stimulated by
the theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who emphasized the church as the
servant of the world and as the church “for others”.21
At the same time, the widely embraced concept of missio Dei was also
distanced from its original intentions. God’s mission was seen as taking
place not only in and through the church but in ordinary human history, in
which the reign of God is being advanced through the work of the Spirit,
and in which God’s salvation is secretly operative. The most radical
modifiers even excluded the involvement of the church in missio Dei.22
After distancing himself from the narrow salvation-historical framework,
Bosch could not hold a narrow view of mission.23 However, he was troubled
by tendencies that sacralize the sociological forces of history and reduce
Christianity to a human project.24 He also saw a danger that the doctrine of
19
 1991TM, 534.
20
 1991TM, 503–504.
21
 1976, 54–58, 72–73; 1980WW, 176–178; Knitter 1985, 78-79.
22
 1991TM, 390–392.
23
 1991TM, 393.
24
 1991TM, 428–430.
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the Trinity might function only vaguely and abstractly in church, theology,
and mission. Therefore, he thought that the elaboration of a Trinitarian
foundation of mission should be done in more detail.25 He was thus willing to
uphold the original, emphatically Trinitarian intention of the theology of missio
Dei, without replacing it with a more, so to speak, “humanitarian” intention.
Bosch also upheld another original intention of the theology of missio Dei:
that mission is concerned with God’s kingdom. Mission, accordingly, exists
on the basis of an expectation of God’s kingdom, and God himself has
worked the salvation belonging to that kingdom.26 Bosch also saw the missio
Dei motif as a deepening and broadening of salvation-historical theology.
According to this conviction, God’s salvific acts through the church were
flowing along a wider river-bed than the narrow salvation-historical
definition of mission had allowed.27
Besides, Bosch maintained the very concept of missio Dei in his theology
of mission. This notion helped him to articulate the conviction that neither
the church nor any other human agent can ever be considered as the author
or bearer of mission. With reference to the LWF Mission Document of
1988, Bosch states that mission is primarily and ultimately the work of the
Triune God, Creator, Redeemer, and Sanctifier, for the sake of the world; a
ministry in which the church is privileged to participate.28
In Bosch’s view, God is, first of all, the source and origin of mission, “the
fountain of sending love”. God’s mission also constitutes the church, since
the church is sent into the world by Father, Son, and the Holy Spirit. Inside
this Trinitarian foundation of mission, Bosch especially emphasizes the
Christological concentration of God’s entrance into the world. In his
incarnationally and kenotically characterized definition, mission is “God
giving up himself, his becoming man, his laying aside his divine prerogatives
and taking our humanity, his moving into the world, in his Son and Spirit”.29
In addition, Bosch’s expression that God becomes specific and mundane
history in the followers of Jesus en route to the world30 also emphasizes the
25
 1980WW, 240.
26
 1980WW, 242–243.
27
 1980WW, 175.
28
 1991TM, 392. See also LWF 1988.
29
 1980WW, 239–241; 1991TM, 390, 519.
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understanding of mission as God’s work. At the same time, it gives an
illustrative description of the historical, dynamic, kenotic, and intersubjective
nature of God’s revelation in Bosch’s theological understanding.
The Christological concentration of mission is clear in Bosch’s support for
an interpretation of salvation that operates within a comprehensive
Christological framework. This framework makes the totus Christus, his
whole praxis from incarnation to parousia, indispensable for church and
theology. The purpose of mission should be seen in the mediating of this
comprehensive salvation; what has been granted, has to be practiced.31
Moreover, Bosch is an advocate for the epistemology of participation and
for the ecclesiology of the Body of Christ. In Bosch’s understanding, the
Christian church is involved in a ministry of mission among the nations
because of its symbiotic existence in Christ. People are baptized into and
put on Christ in the church. Christian mission, accordingly, means the
building of an intersubjective and interdependent community of those who
share a common destiny, the eschatological kingdom of God.32 Furthermore,
the ministry of mission means that the church is bound to make concrete
the unity and togetherness that has already been created by Jesus Christ.33
Actually, Bosch identifies the unity of the church with the one new humanity,
created in and through the act of reconciliation on the cross. Mission, in
turn, is Bosch’s name for the kenotic process that gives birth to the new
humanity.34 According to his words,
God’s intention was not simply to create the church but to recreate
humankind, to unite and renew human persons and human community.
God’s concern is to overcome obstacles and tear down the barriers which
keep people apart.35
Even though Bosch includes the whole scope of Jesus’ ministry (that is,
loving, serving, preaching, teaching, healing, saving, and liberating) in the
mission of the church,36 the connection of the church with missio Dei means
31
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32
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33
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to him, above all, the setting of the church under the cross. Contrary to
triumphalist categories, Bosch considers mission as solidarity with the
incarnate and crucified Christ.37 In his view, as the followers of the Crucified,
Christians are cross-bearers.38 In addition, Bosch also states that mission,
of necessity, encounters adversity and suffering: what is true of the Master
is true of his disciples.39
Bosch is also pleased with scholars who have alerted us to a helper syndrome
that jeopardizes the possibility of true coexistence. He wishes to speak of
the church as “church with others” instead of being attached to the widely
embraced phrase “church for others”, coined by Dietrich Bonhoeffer.
Bonhoeffer’s phrase echoes the New Testament picture of Jesus but, at the
same time, also reflects the “liberal-humanist bourgeois background” of
its coiner and the idea that Western Christians know what is best for others.40
As a matter of fact, Bosch even named the first element and the main section
in his analysis of the emerging ecumenical missionary paradigm “mission
as the church-with-others”.41
In Bosch’s thinking, the basis for the concept of the church-with-others is,
apparently, in the concept of missio Dei, God’s compassionate entrance
into the world.42 Actually, in Bosch’s view, a religion or faith in which
compassion occupies a central position is, indeed, missionary.43 He also
argues as follows:
If we look for a biblical foundation for mission we will find it in this essential
element of biblical religion as a religion of mercy and compassion, rather
than in incidental references to encounters between the covenant people
and the surrounding nations.44
The resurrection and ascension of Christ is, in turn, the actual basis for the
church’s eschatological existence as “the captives in Christ’s triumphal
37
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procession”, as “God’s experimental garden”, and as a sign and guarantee of
the coming age.45 Bosch’s understanding of the church’s participation in missio
Dei is, besides, illustrated by his view that God, who claimed the world for his
kingdom in the incarnation, on the cross, and in the resurrection, continues to
lay similar claims through the church. The true mission of the church cannot,
therefore, be aggressive, arrogant, condescending, or self-complacent.46
Bosch’s ecclesiology, thus, consists of a dual understanding of the church.
On the one hand, the church is not a ghetto but lives compassionately in the
world “with others”. On the other hand, there is, still, a difference – or a
dialectical, missionary tension – between the church and the world. In
Bosch’s ecclesiological and eschatological understanding, the church is
missionary exactly as a community, which betokens, at the same time, both
relevance and transcendence, is both in solidarity with the world and
distinguishable from it.47 The identity of the church is, in Bosch’s
understanding, inalienable in terms of its separateness. The church is
separate in order to serve. The church is to serve God’s intention to recreate
humanity: to unite and renew human persons and human community. In
the horizon of God’s kingdom, Bosch sees the church and the world in
their eschatological togetherness. Therefore, the church may not distance
itself from the wider human community.48
The notion of the eschatological togetherness of the church and the world
also made Bosch more prepared to recognize God at work also outside of the
church: in events of history and in other religions. Even though Bosch basically
was not fond of detecting too closely where God is at work and where he is
not at work he, nevertheless, made some discernment. He thought that God
can only be seen at work where “people are experiencing and working for
justice, freedom, community, reconciliation, unity, and truth, in a spirit of
love and selflessness”. The counter-forces of God’s reign are, in turn, at work
wherever “people are being enslaved, enmity between humans is fanned,
and mutual accountability is denied in a spirit of individual and communal
self-centrism”.49 As to the “signs of the times”, that is, the facts and events of
history, he considers it important to read and interpret them in the light of the
45
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gospel. In his dialectical view, the gospel, which can only be read from and
made sense of in the present context, also must be posited as a criterion
against which the context and its interpretation can be assessed.50
Dialectical tension and compassionate solidarity also characterize Bosch’s
reflections on the relationship between Christianity and other religions. The
fact that Bosch sees continuity between the old and the new – or the context
and the text – makes his theology differ from Barthian Protestantism. Even
though Bosch would not let the God of the Scriptures become identified with
any other God, he nevertheless sees traces of God’s preliminary dealings
with human beings in other religions. Therefore, Bosch openly distances
himself from Barth, who rejected “religion” out of hand as demonic. Bosch
concedes that the religiosity of human beings is, indeed, a flight away from
God and a cave in which the human beings barricade themselves against the
claims of the true God. However, he points out that religion also has a custodial
function as a dike against chaos. In addition, human beings have remained
human: able to be addressed and to respond.51 According to Bosch, mission
may not be understood undialectically as going into a void52 but as meeting
people on their own ground and bringing the gospel into their religious world.53
With this compassionate and synthesizing attitude Bosch is in contrasts with
the rigid Barthian tenet of corruptio totalis.
Furthermore, Bosch’s attitude on non-Christian religions is, at the same
time, both positive and negative. He thinks that people are both in flight
from God and in search of him. Again, instead of following Barth, Bosch
sympathizes with Emil Brunner who, according to Bosch’s interpretation,
regarded Jesus Christ as both the fulfillment and the judgment of all
religions, answering to what the religions vainly seek and proposing the
only true alternative. In this dialectical situation the human being is,
simultaneously, displaying the image of God (capable of being addressed)
and a sinner, having lost that image. Analogously, in all religions, besides
original sin there is primeval revelation: something true and genuine. In
Bosch’s opinion, this dialectical approach of simultaneity transcends not
only the “either–or” approach but also the “both–and” approach.54 It is a
50
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position in which one accepts the simultaneous continuity and discontinuity
between the Christian revelation and the other religions. In accordance
with Karl Heim’s terminology, Bosch calls this position as “an abiding
paradox”. This term was originally coined in the reaction to relativism in
the IMC Jerusalem Conference, 1928. According to Karl Heim and others,
the “highest spiritual values” in other religions must be fully acknowledged,
because the human being is a creature of God, standing in a definite
relationship with him. Still, the human being has also fallen into sin and
cannot return to God on his/her own. 55
The position of the “abiding paradox” has also been traced in Bosch’s
contribution to the World Conference on Mission and Evangelism in San
Antonio in 1989. As regards the topic of the witness among people of other
living faiths, the report of the Section One, drafted by him, makes the famous
juxtaposition, already mentioned above: “We cannot point to any other way
of salvation than Jesus Christ; at the same time we cannot set limits to the
saving power of God.”56 An analogous “abiding paradox” appears again in
Transforming Mission, in the eight perspectives that Bosch outlined for a
theology of religions in respect to interreligious dialogue and witness. Of
these perspectives, especially the last one refers to the tension between God’s
salvific will and the possibility of salvation outside the church versus the
necessity of the church and of missionary activity. The big question was and
remains, how do we combine faith in God as revealed uniquely in Jesus
Christ with the confession that God has not left himself without a witness. 57
Bosch’s option for the dialectical approach of the abiding paradox grew out
of his dissatisfaction with the previous models in the theology of religions:
exclusivism or “antithesis” (no point of contact between religion and God’s
revelation); fulfillment (Christianity as the fulfillment of other religions);
and relativism (religions as different paths toward an identical summit).58
Bosch finds these models “too neat”, because in them all the crucial issues
have been settled, even before the interreligious dialogue begins. As Bosch
sees it, to deal with dialogue and mission means to deal with mysteries and
with meetings of hearts rather than with meeting of minds. Therefore, he
55
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prefers poietical tools to theoretical ones. His preference is a model
characterized by creative tension, penultimate knowledge, unsolved puzzles,
taking risks, and anticipating surprises. In Bosch’s opinion, such a model
would leave room “for embracing the abiding paradox of asserting both
ultimate commitment to one’s own religion and genuine openness to another’s,
of constant vacillation between certainty and doubt.”59
On one hand, Bosch’s “abiding paradox” has been regarded as a step forward
in theology of religions. On the other hand, it has also been criticized because
it, so to speak, shelves the issue unrealistically until the parousia.60  Bosch,
nevertheless, argues that to opt for not having all the answers is to opt for
humility.61 According to him, the readiness “to listen to the other in a spirit
of openness and humility” is both a consequence of and a witness to the
gospel.62 The Christian church has to be humble and vulnerable in its
encounter with other faiths on the basis of the cross, which judges everybody,
and on the basis of grace, which everybody receives freely.63 The adherents
of other faiths should be regarded as co-creatures and co-beggars before
God,64 and the Christians should inhibit apodictic pronouncements.65 In all
instances, the witness should be communicated on the basis of solidarity
with the people for whom it is intended.66
This simultaneity of being open and committed, certain and doubtful, bold
and humble,67 or tolerant and convinced68 is a further illustration of Bosch’s
dialectical but, nevertheless, constructive work for comprehensive theological
approaches and for a missiological consensus – or a balanced position.
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Concluding remarks
In a comprehensive approach to mission, the point of departure is not inside
the Christian community only or in the world outside the church only. The
starting point is a double one. It is, at the same time, in the church and in
the world, and, in the final analysis, it is beyond them both, in God.
Therefore, missional self-understanding of the church should be based on
both ecclesiological and contextual analyses, in the framework of the basic
Trinitarian theology.
Ecclesiology without contextual mission would be autistic and myopic. In
its encounter with the world, the church is in mission in terms of convivence,
conversation and compassion.69 Convivence means living together in
solidarity with all humanity; conversation refers to interreligious dialogue;
and compassion is to heal wounds through suffering-with. Concurrently,
mission without ecumenical and eschatological ecclesiology would be
wavering and scattered. Convivence, conversation and compassion would
lose their inner coherence without essential communion in Christ within
the church. Therefore, ecclesiology and mission should be kept together
and looked at as intertwined.
Even though there still are churches which would like to exclude the issues
of contextual mission – like the transformation of creation – from discussions
concerning ecumenical ecclesiology,70 the concept of missional church is,
nevertheless, more and more adhered to, both in theory and in practice. In
this occasion, the topic of the WCC Porto Alegre Assembly 2006 – “God,
in your grace, transform the world” 71 – is a good example because it sounds
to articulate a common prayer of intercession that is being evoked in the
missional community of God.
69
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70
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The Church of Sweden
as a Missional Church
Gustaf Björck
In this paper I present a brief sketch of how the Church of Sweden, its
concept and name that only came into use in the nineteenth century, has
been missional in its character throughout history. Finally, a few words
will be said about how and if the Church of Sweden of today could rightly
be depicted as a missional Church. The concept of missional Churches has
become increasingly popular in the last decade, but the idea that it expresses,
that any Christian Church to be true to the Gospel must reach out to new
people, has prevailed for many periods in the history of Christianity.
What is now known as the Kingdom of Sweden was once, in the beginning
of its history, as all countries have been, the target of Christian missionaries
and mission. Many Christian missions came from England, France, and
Germany and maybe from Byzantine “orthodox” Russia. To remind
ourselves of this early beginning in the ninth to twelfth centuries sets us on
the right path pertaining to questions about what is the missional character
of the church. Looked upon from this angle, the missionary or the apostle
is always first, from the time when Saint Paul crossed the Mediterranean
for the first time to Europe. The apostle or the missionary is the person
carrying out Christ’s command sent by him to start new congregations,
who in their turn should become missional in character and send out new
missionaries to people yet not reached by the Gospel.
For the country that was to become Sweden to become christianised through
the missions of Ansgar, Sigfrid, Olav, Brynolf, and many others, meant to
be integrated into an already existing wider European context. The question
of Gospel and Cultures, in modern times highlighted in practically all
Christian churches in the 1980s and 1990s, was already at hand more than
a thousand years ago. Analysing this is the aim of the late professor Carl
Fredrik Hallencreutz’ study När Sverige blev Europeiskt: Till frågan om
Sveriges kristnande (1993). Hallencreutz stresses that the integration of
the country into the new Christian faith also meant sharing in a new and
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extensive ecclesiastical organisation of Europe that also shaped the form
of the country to be: Sweden. It took 330 years from Ansgar’s first visit in
Birka until the first Archbishop in Uppsala was consecrated.
However, the New Church province of Sweden was missional in character
already before its formal beginning. The early crusade to Finland led by
King Eric and Bishop Henric is the clearest expression of this. Thus, early
nationalistic aspirations of expansion of the country and the Christian Gospel
went hand in hand. Here again there is an encounter with the ever-present
question of mission and political power, mission and colonialism. In  post-
Constantine Europe, all the nation-states are to a greater or lesser extent at
the same time worldly powers and agents for the Gospel. As the different
nation-states gradually evolved so did differences and characteristics within
them, differences perhaps even more significant than the coming split and
division that took place in the Reformation era.
The period from the late twelfth century to the Reformation era of the
sixteenth century was a period of stabilisation in the Church of Sweden.
There are traces of some awareness of the existence of pagan Sami people
in the far North of Sweden-Finland, but that was not attended to much. The
Sami were as distant for the Swedes of the time as the Far East was for
most people living in seventeenth century Europe. It was centuries later
that the mission to the Sami peoples came into focus, when the extreme
north of the country’s inland was colonised by settlers. Not until 1904, was
the diocese of Luleå created and 250 years earlier, the first bishopric in
Norrland, in Härnösand, was erected.
It took more than 300 years for central Sweden (Götaland and Svealand)
to be included in the structure of the Christian Church and it took another
700 years before the whole of what is now modern geographic Sweden
was included. However, long before, Sweden had become a Christian
country in the European sense of the word. In addition, gradually the Church
of Sweden lost its missional character if we mean by that a compelling
need to reach new people with the Christian message. The reformation, in
its relatively mild form in Sweden-Finland, means to my judgement
relatively little in this respect. However, the first glimpses of new missionary
fervour in Sweden do in fact come before George Carey and the modern
Protestant missionary movement.
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For the Christian medieval Europe – And Luther and the other reformers
are first of all medieval theologians – the Great Commandment (Mt 29,18-
20) seen as a call to evangelise the world was alien. To them the
Commandment had only been valid in the first apostolic times. The people
who had not then accepted God’s invitation at that time would not get another
calling. Christian faith was perceived first as something for Europe and
Europe was seen as the earthly Christian Kingdom. (Cf. St Augustine’s
distinction Civitas Dei – Civitas Terrena).
However, when Sweden from 1620 on became one of Europe’s Great Powers
it meant nevertheless new perspectives. The New Sweden colony in
Delaware in North America meant among other things that Sweden suddenly
had Renape Indians as her subjects. The Church of Sweden took a
considerable interest in evangelising among them and Luther’s small
Catechism was even translated into their native tongue.
Secondly the Great Power period of Sweden meant encounters with Slavonic
peoples, with Jews and Muslims (mostly Turks). This can be said to have
paved the way partly for the coming next period’s great interest in the Orient
(e.g. the travels of Carl von Linne’s disciples) and the relatively early Swedish
politics of religious tolerance from the first stay of Charles XII debtors to the
tolerance towards the Jews in the reign of Gustav III in the 1770s.
However, these instances are only glimpses of a coming new age. The
fundamental concept of Sweden as a self-sufficient Christian country remained
and was reinforced and accentuated in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. In its propaganda, the Sweden of Gustav II Adolf and Charles XII
often described itself as “God’s Israel”. It was largely conceived in the same
way by the Church of Sweden, the country’s foremost propaganda agency. It
is probably true that the Swedes at that time identified themselves with Israel
and the Old Testament even more than the New Testament. This can also be
seen in Swedish legislation and courts from the time. Sentences were often
pronounced based directly on the mosaic law.
The Lutheran Orthodox Catechism, published in 1689 and used for over a
hundred years, begins with the question: “Are You a Christian?”. The answer
to be taught and learned by the public was simply “Yes”. According to
Sweden’s Ecclesiastical law of 1686, baptism and orthodox Lutheran
confession was compulsory for all people who lived in the Kingdom of
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Sweden. A person who, in any way deviated, from the orthodox Lutheran
faith could be expelled from Sweden. This law was enforced until the 1860s,
of course with exceptions for Jews and other foreigners mentioned above.
We see clearly that the leading concept was not missional but Sweden as
“God’s Israel”.
However, the century after the Great Power period for Sweden, the
eighteenth century, witnessed a slow withering away of the concept of
Sweden as “God’s Israel” and a reshaping of the Church of Sweden and its
missional character. As has been stressed by many historians, the returning
prisoners of war from Russia after 1720 played a vital part in the
revitalisation of Christian faith in Sweden. They carried with them a strong
influence from the Moravian Church and the other new pietistic movements
on the Continent. From late eighteenth century and the first half of the
nineteenth century, Great Revival movements took place within the Church
of Sweden in the South, West and North of the country. A peculiar
combination of pietism and the old orthodox Lutheran faith permeated
almost the whole of the Church of Sweden during the nineteenth century. I
mention only briefly the leading figures: Lars Levi Laestadius, Carl Olof
Rosenius and Henric Schartau. The conversion of the individual was the
new focus. To be born again to a new and holy life as a disciples of Christ
was the central aim not only for revival inside the Church of Sweden but
also for the new free movements: Baptists, Methodists and other
evangelicals. With this trend came a new missionary zeal, which resulted
both in free mission societies and in the creation of the Church of Sweden
Mission in 1874. (See Tore Furberg, Kyrka och Mission i Sverige 1868-
1901. Uppsala 1962). Bengt Sundkler’s doctoral thesis, Svenska Missions-
sällskapet 1835 – 1876 (1937) depicts the pre-history of the earliest mission
society and the developments leading to the integration of the missionary
work and the creation of the Church of Sweden mission.
In this last parts I will be even more brief, assuming that the history of the
Great Mission Century is well known among scholars today. Only points
with special relevance to the question of how and to what extent the Church
of Sweden today is a missional church will be made.
The second half of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth
is the Great Century of the Protestant Missionary movement. It was also
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the peak of  Swedish mission societies and Swedish Missions in Africa and
Asia. The home base was strong and the missionary movement may be
said to have truly been a popular movement in Sweden.
With the end of World War II in 1945 the scenery slowly changed from
mission fields to a new cooperation with young independent sister churches
on the old mission fields. Added to this was a new engagement in Latin
America connected with Liberation theology and a new engagement in the
Middle East. Generally the post-war period also saw a shift in the sent out
mission workers. More often than not they were now technicians and
specialists and more seldom preachers or others engaged in evangelistic
work. In the last thirty years, the number of mission workers sent out by
the Church of Sweden Mission has decreased substantially.
On the other hand, starting with the WCC Conference in Uppsala 1968,
there has been a renewed emphasis on the prophetic voice of the Church
vis-à-vis political unjust structures and human rights issues. As a
consequence, the question, “What is mission?” has been much debated in
the Church of Sweden since the 1970s debate on mission and colonialism,
and mission and exploitation of people and lands in the third world.1 The
great split in the international discussion leading to the creation of the
Lausanne movement was mirrored in the Swedish context.
In terms of missional work abroad, the Church of Sweden, as with most
western mainstream Churches, has become less missional in character.
However, this has also led to a new openness in seeing the worldwide Church
of Christ as a communion where we all are both giving and receiving. The
period of highlighting the Dialogue with people of other faiths has been
both mind opening and confusing. Some people in the Church of Sweden
gave up the claim that belief in Christ is the only way to salvation. Therefore,
it became less clear why they should engage in real missionary work. Thus,
we have gone a long way from Edinburgh 1910 and its optimism of
evangelising the world in one generation. Many of the structures built up
in that optimistic era a hundred years ago has also withered, such as The
Nordic Missionary Conferences, Nordisk Missionstidskrift, and The Student
Missionary Movement.
1
 See e.g. Jonas Jonson and Anders Wejryd (eds.): Mission på sex kontinenter. Uppsala,
1971.
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Thus the extent to which and how the Church of Sweden, or any Church, is
missional in its character varies over time. However, as long as the Gospel is
heard, the missional aspect is never really far away and can always come back.
In the new Church Ordinance for the Church of Sweden from 2000,
“mission” is one of the four pillars for every parish’s work. This has resulted
in some reflections as this has to be made specific in the parish instruction
of each parish. For those parishes that have a great proportion of immigrants
of other faiths, this has been reflected as well as in every parish’s engagement
in mission and evangelistic work abroad. However, this new highlight on
mission has resulted in far less than the friends of the missional character
of the Church of Sweden had hoped for.
Because true missionary zeal is only possible when the Church and the
Christians, and their ordained and non-ordained leadership, are confident
of the Christian Gospel. The Church of Sweden today is a National Church
with many formal members (it is the largest Lutheran Church in the World).
The membership is 7.2. million, but slowly decreasing. Nevertheless,
according to all research, sociological or other, the believers are few.
Between one and two per cent of the members, attend church services.
This is the real threat to the missional character of the Church of Sweden.
To retain the Christian character of this church at all it is vital that it
strengthen its ties with churches around the world that struggle and bear
witness to a living God and a living Word of God. The Church of Sweden
cannot be missional in its character and perform rituals and acts on the
request of  the public without ever really raising the cross or what the New
Testament calls the scandalon of the cross.
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The Church of Sweden
as a Missional Church
– A Response
Kajsa Ahlstrand
The concept of the church as missional was largely conceived in North
America. This means that the term belongs in a context where churches
organise themselves as congregations rather than as parishes. Even when a
”unit” is called ”parish” the structure is not geographical in the same sense,
as is the case with majority churches in Europe where, for example, a Church
of Sweden ”parishioner” may well be a Baptist or even a Muslim. Is it possible
to apply the terminology of “missional church” to a majority church such as
the Church of Sweden with its seven million members within the framework
of the parish system? With no reference to the term as such, I think that it is
possible to understand the process of setting goals for the parish as a translation
of the missional church into a context of a national church.
In a recent survey it was shown that the majority of the members of the
Church of Sweden regard access to rituals and ceremonies in connection
with rites of passage to be the single most important reason for belonging
(Bromander 2004). The church is the place (very often the building) where
you can have sacred ceremonies performed on your behalf by ceremonial
specialists. This is indeed very far from the “people of flesh and blood
carrying the reality of the gospel within them, communicating it through
missional being and action”. And yet, there is an acute awareness on all
levels of the Church of Sweden that the church cannot continue in the same
way, as when Sweden was a religiously uniform society and the church, at
least to some extent, was a function of the state. The process whereby the
Church of Sweden has arrived at a model that has many similarities with
the idea of a missional church has not emerged out of a theological vision,
although the result is theologically sustainable.
How did the Church of Sweden move from being a typical example of a
Constantine church to a (more) missional mode of being? The most obvious
598 Kajsa Ahlstrand
place to start is the parish. When the relationship between church and state
was altered in the year 2000 the Church of Sweden changed from
“ecclesiastical law” to “church ordinance”. For the first time the church
was to write its own statutes. (There is still, however, also a Church of
Sweden Act in the Swedish Code of Statutes: SFS 1998:1591) In the Church
Ordinance it is stated that the Church of Sweden exists on three levels: as
parish, as diocese and as a national level. On the local level the Church of
Sweden exists as parish. The parish is the primary unit within the church.
The fundamental task of the parish is understood as worship, education,
diakonia and mission. The aim is to bring people to faith in Christ and to
live in this faith; to create and deepen a Christian communion; to enlarge
the kingdom of God and to renew creation. Everything that the parish does
is in support of and a consequence of this fundamental task.
It is further emphasised that all members of the church, through the
priesthood of all believers, participate in the fundamental task and share
responsibility for it.
The fundamental task is not an activity of the church, but is the mode in
which the church exists on the local level. In order to fulfil its task, the local
church (parish) is obliged to write a “parish instruction” and submit it to the
diocese. The Bishop’s task to exercise oversight in the church is then partly
related to the parish instructions. The parochial church council and the vicar
write the parish instruction together. The parish instruction should include a
pastoral program, based on an analysis of the parish and the society/locality
in which it exists and show how the parish wants to shape its worship,
education, social-diaconal work and its mission. There must also be paragraphs
on how the parish intends to meet the needs of people who speak minority
languages (Finnish, Sámi and Sign languages), how to structure the continuing
education of staff and how to co-operate with other parishes.1
Practically every parish in the Church of Sweden has now carried out the
task of setting goals for the parish through the process of writing a parish
instruction. Lay and ordained have reflected on the fundamental task of the
church and formulated what this means in their context. Not every parish
1
 cf. the article “Setting Goals for the Parish” by diocesan dean Christina Berglund,
S t o c k h o l m : w w w. s v e n s k a k y r k a n . s e / s t o c k h o l m s s t i f t / h o r i s o n t 1 0 0 3 /
setting%20goals1003.htm)
599The Church of Sweden as a Missional Church – A Response
has managed to produce theologically qualified documents where context
analysis, the theological foundation and the single yet fourfold task of the
parish form an integrated whole. But there is an emerging awareness that
the church exists locally as parish and that the parish becomes visible and
tangible when the task to bring people to faith in Christ is acted out through
worship, education, diakonia and mission.
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The Church of Norway
as a Missional Church?:
Perspectives from an Empirical Study
 Harald Hegstad and Tore Laugerud
The concept of a “missional church” covers different aspect of a church’s
self-understanding and practices. The scope of this article is limited to
attitudes and practices in relation to “foreign mission”, i.e. missionary work
in foreign countries.
The article is built on a report published by the authors in 2002.1 Behind
the research that lead to the report was an interest in obtaining a better
understanding of the development in this field in the Church of Norway.
This interest was shared by the National Church Council (which sponsored
the projects) and by missionary organisations cooperating in Council for
congregations in mission (Samarbeidsråd for menighet og misjon), an
organisation working to promote a better integration of foreign mission
work in the congregations. The research was conducted by the Centre for
Church Research in cooperation with the Egede Institute.
Background: Foreign Mission in the Church of Norway
The traditional pattern of the relation between foreign mission and the
Church of Norway was established in the mid-nineteenth century. The
growing awareness of the need to engage in the work to spread the gospel
in the whole world led to the formation of organisations for foreign mission
(missionary societies). These organisations have sent out Norwegian
missionaries to different parts of the world. The organisations have
understood themselves as a part of the church, but have legally and
1
 Harald Hegstad & Tore Laugerud: Brennende hjerter eller misjonerende menigheter? En
undersøkelse av holdninger og engasjement i forhold til ytremisjon i menigheter i Den
norske kirke. [Burning hearts or missionary congregations? An investigation of attitudes
and commitment in relation to foreign mission in congregations in the Church of Norway]
KIFO Rapport nr. 16, Trondheim: Tapir Akademisk forlag, 2002, ISBN 82-519-1734-4.
302 pp.
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organisationally been fully independent from the structure of the state
church. On the local level, the organisations have been represented and
supported by local groups (foreninger). In many places, these groups (in
cooperation with groups working for ”inner mission”) have built local prayer
houses. Through the years, most of the congregations in the Church of
Norway have had one or more local groups for missionary organisations.
For the last fifty years there has been a steady decline in the prayer house
movement and the voluntary organisations at the local level, especially in
urban areas. In the same period there has been a shift in the way local
congregational work has been organised. The tendency has been for new
groups and activities to be organised as a part of the official church structure
(coordinated by the local parish council), rather than by independent
missionary organisations. This development has created a “new lay people”
based in the synodical structure of the official church. On the one hand this
means that missionary organisations have lost local representation and
support, and on the other hand that foreign mission in many cases held a
very weak position in the priorities and the work of local congregations.
This development has led to a re-examination of the way the missionary
organisations and local congregations relate to each other. There has been
a growing development for congregations to make agreements with
missionary organisations to support specific projects. The congregations
receive information and visits, and contribute with prayers and economic
support. At the present more than 700 out of a total of 1300 congregations
in the Church of Norway have some sort of agreement with a missionary
organisation. At the same time the old pattern is surviving in many places,
and new patterns are emerging. The aim of this research project was to
understand better the development in this area.
Project design and description of units
The project was organised in two phases. The first was a survey among
parish council members and staff members in four deaneries (Bærum,
Sandnes, Sarpsborg, Indre Helgeland). A questionnaire was sent to 600
persons, out of which sixty per cent responded. In the second phase of the
project we picked one congregation from each of the deaneries. In these
603The Church of Norway as a Missional Church?:
Perspectives from an Empirical Study
congregations we did fieldwork, doing depth interviews with approximately
ten persons in each congregation.
The choice of deaneries and congregations was not done randomly. The
selection was based on a typology of Norwegian congregations, which had
showed its fruitfulness in earlier research.2 According to this typology there
are three basic types of congregations in the Church of Norway: (1) “The
folk church congregation”, with no distinct “congregational core”, with
broad participation in passage rites (baptism, confirmations, funerals), but
low general church attendance and participation in church related activities,
(2) “The prayer house congregation”, with one or more prayer houses
dominating the local religious culture. While the church takes care of
services and passage rites, the prayer house takes care of different types of
activities, groups and mission work, (3) “The activity church”, with a core
of active church members, and a range of activities and groups organised
by the staff and the parish council.
Many congregations fall within one of these types, while at the same time
having elements from one of the other types. Different Christian “cultures”
will also form congregations of the same type in different ways. From this
perspective, the four congregations may be described in the following way:
(a) Helgerud is an ”activity church” far from any prayer house. Foreign
mission work has traditionally been taken care of by a couple of groups
representing missionary organisations, but this work has lost participation
and has tended to be isolated from other parts of the congregation. Many
people are rather alienated from a traditional culture of foreign mission
organisations. The congregation wants to have a strong international
perspective in its work, but this is rather channelled through international
diaconia and solidarity work.
(b) Sørnes is also an ”activity church”, but close to the traditional prayer
house culture. Aspects of the prayer house culture are transplanted to the
congregation, which also includes the work for foreign mission.
2
 Cf. H.Hegstad: ”A Minority within the Majority. A Norwegian case study on the Relation
between the Church as Folk Church and as a Community of Believers”, Studia Theologica
53/1999, pp. 119–131.
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(c) Tune is a “prayer house congregation” on its way to developing traits of
an activity church. In this phase it is characterised by a certain tension
between church and prayer house. Traditionally, the prayer house milieu
has been the place for the support for foreign mission. Recently there have
been attempts to introduce foreign mission into the congregation as such.
(d) Nord-Rana is a “folk church congregation” with some traits of an activity
church and few traditions for foreign mission work. This congregation is a
special case, having succeeded in establishing a project supporting mission
at Madagascar, a project which is receiving popular support in the local
community. Instead of dividing, this project has contributed to the
development of the congregation as such.
Results
In this main part of the article we present a summary of main tendencies,
both from the survey and from the fieldwork. The available space only
allows some general results and tendencies. The full documentation may
be found in the published report (Hegstad & Laugerud 2002)
General results
The material shows a rather widespread support for the idea of doing foreign
mission, including sharing the gospel with people of other faiths. The
scepticism towards mission that may be found in other European churches
is not very well represented in our material. In a certain contrast to this
positive attitude, only a minority of the respondents are actively supporting
foreign mission work. An important question to answer is how this gap
between positive attitudes and low activity is to be explained.
There also seems to be no strong connection between theological preferences
(liberal or conservative) and positive attitudes to mission. Also the “liberals”
tend to be positive to foreign mission, at the same time they are much less
active in relation to mission than persons holding more theologically
conservative views. This last finding is rather easy to explain, given the
theologically conservative profile of the large Norwegian organisations for
foreign mission.
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Regarding the independent role of the missionary organisations, attitudes are
mainly positive. The support of a “take-over” of foreign mission by official
church bodies is rather low. At the same time the respondents seem to be in
favour of cooperation between the church and the missionary organisations.
In all congregations in all four deaneries, respondents report there is some
sort of support of foreign mission. The relative importance of this aspect of
congregational life varies significantly among the congregations. The same
applies to how well foreign mission work is integrated in the life of the
congregation. The work for foreign mission may be rather strong in itself,
but it may still be rather isolated from the rest of the congregation. An important
question for the fieldwork was to search for factors that prevent such an
integration on the one hand and factors that further integration on the other.
Factors preventing integration
A factor preventing integration of foreign mission in the life of the
congregation is the “ownership” by a specific group. Even if dedication on
the part of persons or groups is needed, the closeness of this group to their
cause may exclude or alienate other persons. As representatives of a strong
tradition one expects others to accept one’s own methods and understandings
in the field.
A factor related to the first is the identification with the work for foreign
mission with a certain “mission culture”. The codes, forms and language
of the mission organisation and of their local representatives seem to be a
serious hindrance for new people to engage in this work. In cases where
work for foreign mission has succeeded outside the traditional milieus, one
has succeeded in establishing new forms and expressions.
Negative for integration are understandings and practices isolating foreign
mission from other aspects of church life, as if it is an activity that should
not be mixed with other activities. This is for instance the case when mission
and diakonia is understood or treated as two separated causes that should
not be mixed. In such cases the congregation may have separate projects
for a lot of different causes – and different groups taking care of them. One
even often sees a striking discontinuity in understanding and practice
between foreign mission and local evangelism.
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In local church life there has been a tendency towards professionalization.
Different sectors of congregational life have paid workers to run different
activities. Traditionally, work for foreign mission has been run by volunteers.
In an emerging system of professionalized sectors, foreign mission tends
to be neglected. The solution is probably not to make it a professionalized
sector of its own, but rather to integrate it as an aspect of different sectors.
There seems to be a tendency toward a certain privatisation of the support
for foreign mission. Instead of seeking their support from local groups and
congregations, missionary organisations – especially some of the smaller
ones – tend to address individuals with their needs of support. This type of
”mail order mission” may be an effective tool for raising money for foreign
mission. However, it does not stimulate the integration of foreign mission
into congregational life.
Factors furthering integration
Integration of foreign mission does succeed when it is understood as a task
for the whole congregation, not only as a “special interest” activity. This
means integration in the main vision of the congregation, and the presence
of foreign mission perspective in the congregation’s central activities.
The most central “activity” of the congregation is without doubt the Sunday
service. Where foreign mission is integrated, it is integrated in the different
parts of the service. It is regularly a part of the intercessions, and it may be
a theme for the sermon.
In order to maintain its position in the congregation’s life, foreign mission
needs persons, employed or volunteers, that advocate and represent foreign
mission. In order to further integration instead of exclusiveness and
“ownership”, these persons have to be able to cooperate with other persons
and groups, building bridges and alliances. A strong tendency is that the
material that foreign mission projects is much easier to promote than general
support to mission organisations. People seem not so much to be loyal to the
mission organisations per se, but are willing to give their support when foreign
mission gets a “face”. Giving information about the project is an important
aspect of this, including visits from or to the project. Foreign mission, as a
one-way movement, seems to be less attractive than projects with a sense of
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mutuality. Where the foreign mission project means contact and involvement
with Christians and congregations in other countries, this seems not only to
increase interest for the project as such, but also to further its significance for
other parts of the congregation’s life and self-understanding.
The integration and significance of foreign mission seem to increase when
it is not only a matter for the inner core of the congregation, but also is
promoted in the wider folk church setting. The exchange with churches
from other countries may also contribute to challenging some basic
presuppositions in the folk church culture, and thus contributing to personal
and congregational growth and development. At the same time there is a
dilemma here, namely the tendency to stress elements that seem to be more
in accordance with the general cultural climate in the local community, for
instance diakonia, education and dialogue, instead of evangelism.
Concluding remarks
In this article, we have sought an explanation for the gap between a general
positive attitude towards foreign mission among our respondents, and the
fact that only a minority are actively supporting it. The explanation is
primarily not to be found on the individual level, but rather in the position
– or lack of position – of foreign mission in the structure and culture of the
congregation. Where foreign mission is something more than an issue for
those with a “special interest”, it has been integrated in the general structure,
culture and self-understanding of the congregation. We have pointed to
some factors preventing such an integration as well as to some factors
furthering the integration. A challenge for those burning for foreign mission
would be to cross cultural borders – in their own congregation. A challenge
for the congregations would be to give room for these vital dimensions of
the church’s vocation in the core of its common life. A challenge for the
missionary organisations would be to give inspiration, support and
competence for the transforming process of building missionary congre-
gations within the Church of Norway.
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The Church of Norway
as a Missional Church
– A Response
Gunvor Lande
My contribution takes the shape of posing some pointed questions. I will
look at the problem of the Church of Norway as missional church in light
of modernity versus postmodernity. This response is not the place for
entering into definitions and discussions of the two concepts modernity
and postmodernity. There is a huge discourse available for this purpose. To
focus on this issue, I have chosen the year 1968 as a symbol of the change
from modernity to postmodernity. Let me ask:
 If there is such a thing as modernity lasting until 1968,
 If that is a period where individuals stood out, grasped their own truth,
the one and only truth,
 If this was a period in which the concept of mission was one,
understandable but not debatable, the Great commission found in Math.
28, to go to the ends of the earth making disciples,
 If this was a period where additional biblical mission incentives were
not seen, or not included:, as e.g. the solidarity aspect of Luke-Acts and
Paul’s perspective of living in a new era in Christ Jesus lacking?
 If people living in this period of modernity were influenced by these
ideas, then this one truth had to be proclaimed. It was as simple as that.
Is there is such a thing as postmodernity after 1968, when new thoughts
and ideas are influencing people, so that they change from the influence of
modernity to the influence of postmodernity?
 There is an unwillingness to swallow authoritarianism as well as dualistic
world views,
 There is a new openness to philosophical and theological diversity as
foundation for life and faith, and people as a consequence go
”congregation-surfing”,
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 Where people are open to surprises, unsolved puzzles, poetic expressions
instead of dogmatic clarity:, open to humility and vulnerability,
 Where critical questioning of long accepted truth is changed into listening
and dialogue,
If this great change in 1968 really did take place, where are we now? Then
people of today are bewildered because they are surely influenced by the
thoughts, ideas and attitudes of the new post-modern era, whereas the
churches and church leaders want them to revert to the period of modernity
where everything was simpler and more clear cut, where the one truth and
the Great Commission leads to a clear proclamation. If 1968 is seen as a
symbolic year of distinction between two very different epistemological
and hermeneutical approaches to life, seen as a distinction between
modernity with its emphasis on one truth and postmodernity with its
emphasis on the plurality of choices, then this change of attitude is also the
great challenge to the church today.
 Can we say that the truth of the church is expressed in one period? Can we
say that to be able to grasp this truth, people have to reverse to that period?
 Is not the challenge for the church and for her leaders today, to relate
the gospel to the changing times?  If this is not done, how can the church
meet the needs of the people today?
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Mission and Contextual Theology
in West Malaysia
Michael S Northcott
Göran Wiking: Breaking the Pot: Contextual Responses to Survival Issues in Malaysian
Churches. Studia Missionalia Svecana, XCVI. Uppsala: Swedish Institute of Mission
Research, 2004. ISBN 91-85424-87-0, ISSN 1404-9503.
Göran Wiking was for many years a Lutheran missionary in West Malaysia,
and in his thesis Breaking the Pot, completed at the University of Lund, he
offers a considered study of his impressions of the situation of the former
Western missionary churches in that country, and their chances of survival.
He proposes that the churches, and in particular the Tamil Evangelical
Lutheran Church of Malaysia in which he was ordained, face a variety of
threats to their continued existence which include the external challenges
of Islamisation, a fast pace of economic development, the contest of
ethnicities and of religions in the multi-ethnic society of Malaysia, and the
internal challenge of religious change and in particular those posed by the
charismatic movement and by gender issues. Wiking bases his thesis on
his own experiences, on the growing genre of academic studies of
contemporary Malaysia, on interviews with a number of local pastors, and
on the writings of a group of Malaysian theologians all associated with the
ecumenical Seminari Theologi Malaysia. Wiking was a student there when
I taught there in the 1980s and I commence this review of his thesis with a
story in which we were both involved and which seems to me to encapsulate
many elements of the ‘survival issues’ and of the Malaysian cultural and
theological context which Wiking surveys in his thesis.
The Seminari Theologi Malaysia, henceforth STM, was for some years a
nomadic institution which moved from one vacant ecclesiastical building
to another at the whim of local Bishops having no building or land to call
its own until 1989 when a piece of land was purchased close to what is now
the international airport of Kuala Lumpur and on which has now risen a
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magnificent set of seminary buildings. Part of the reason for the Seminary’s
precarious existence in the early days was the strong reputation of Trinity
Theology College in Singapore. It seemed to some that the Malaysian church
leaders began STM out of a nationalist spirit, and that it was merely
attempting to supplant an already highly successful college which had served
Malaysia well in terms of training and equipping its church leaders and
pastors. However over time the wisdom of the establishment of a Malaysian
seminary independent of Singapore – which had in the early days of
Independence been part of the Federation of Malaysia but broke away in
1969 – was more widely appreciated and hence the now well established
status of STM at the present time.
In the context of its early nomadic existence the Seminary was due to move
to an old Methodist School in Sentul in 1983. Sentul was one of the Indian
areas of Kuala Lumpur at that time, though under government efforts to
gerrymander parliamentary constituencies it is now as much a Malay Muslim
area as an Indian one. In the years in which the old Methodist school was
vacant its playing field had become an Indian squatter area, complete with
a small Hindu temple. Even as seminary students were moving in, these
squatters were being removed, and as they went the students watched the
spectacle of a Hindu priest invited in to curse the new inhabitants of the
site in response to their act of removing the informal temple.
Two year’s after these events students in the dorms of the Seminary – their
sleeping quarters were below the lecture theatres and alongside a large
monsoon drain from which large pythons would regularly emerge and wind
up in the student showers – began to report visitations in the night of the
Hindu god Kali, god of chaos, who was seen on a number of occasions as
an apparition by students in their dorms as they woke in the night.  Now
most of the students who reported these sightings were Tamils, but what is
interesting is that sightings were not confined to Tamil students – some
Chinese students also reported seeing these apparitions and as a result an
atmosphere of fear began to spread in the dorms. Some students also pointed
out that they had overheard the Brahmin priest cursing the Seminary and
its inhabitants in their first days on the site and connected this curse with
these unwelcome night visions.
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At the time of these night visitations I was chapel warden and it seemed to
me that the community of the Seminary needed some way to deal with the
problem both collectively and through its worship life. I suggested to
Batumalai, then Student Dean, and the Principal Hwa Yung – the two most
influential contextual theologians in Wiking’s thesis – that we should take up
an old English practice of ‘beating the bounds of the parish’ combined with
some traditional words of cleansing and blessing. My proposal was that we
would go in a formal procession behind the cross held high around the whole
site while singing hymns, and stopping at all corners of the site, including the
former Hindu temple and the dormitories where the apparitions were, to say
prayers and to spread holy water previously consecrated in the chapel, and
formally command any unwelcome spirit or visitation to leave the place in
the name of Jesus Christ. In conclusion at each place we would call on God
Father Son and Holy Spirit to bless it and imbue it with divine grace rather in
the manner of a house blessing of the kind prescribed in the liturgy of the
Church of South India. I was pleased when my ecumenically disparate Faculty
colleagues who included Chinese Methodists, tending to be very rationalist
and anti-ritualist, American and Australian Anglicans, Methodists and
Lutherans, and an Indian Anglican – all of equally rationalist persuasion –
agreed to plan, perform and participate in a ritual, along with all the students,
precisely along these lines. I proposed that the event start and finish in the
chapel and that all should be done in the context of a community celebration
of the Eucharist. Batumalai was to be the celebrant for the occasion.
The appointed day came and we enacted the ritual as already described and
all was done ‘decently and in order’. There was no shouting, no hysterical
imprecations but we beat the bounds, and sang Christian songs, dispersed
the holy water, commanded any unwelcome spirits to leave the place in the
name of Christ and invited God the Holy Trinity to bless the site and all who
dwelt there. We then returned upstairs to the chapel, taking off our shoes as
was the custom in the chapel, reminiscent of the shoeless worship of the
mosque – all of this in the heat of a tropical mid-morning and some of us in
cassock and surplices and by now sweating profusely – to celebrate the
Eucharist and so complete the sacramentality of the occasion. I remember
the occasion well – Wiking was also there – and I am glad to report also that
after that day there were no more sightings of Kali by the boys in the dorms.
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This story highlights the core themes of Wiking’s thesis: the contest between
religious traditions and its mapping onto a geopolitical landscape; the ethnic
mixing of religions and ethnicities which allows different ethnic groups to
share religious experiences across traditional cultural boundaries; the contest
between a traditional spirit cosmology and the rationalist tenor of traditional
Protestant missionary Christianity; the desire of Malaysian Christians and
theologians for post-colonial, contextually engaged forms of Christian
cosmology, theology and worship, expressed for many by the spirit
cosmology and worship style of charismatic Christianity.
Malaysia is a country of extraordinary ethnic diversity whose people belong
to a host of different and competing religious and cultural traditions while
at the same time it is a country of rapid modernization in which millions
have made the classic modern pilgrimage from kampong to city. The recent
memory of this pilgrimage is still preserved in the expression ‘bali kampong’
which means return to the kampong. This is something millions of urban
Malaysians do during the many long weekends occasioned by the host of
religious festivals recognised by Malay Muslims, Malaysian Tamil Hindus,
Malaysian Chinese, whose traditions include Chinese folk religion with its
Confucian influenced filial piety and ancestor worship and Buddhism, and
by Indian and Chinese Christians who while they make up less than 3% of
the population of West Malaysia, in which Wiking’s thesis is set, are actually
a majority in Sarawak, North Borneo which is one of the three States of
East Malaysia. The combination of a high-tech science informed urban
industrial culture and way of life symbolised by the vast Petronas Towers
of Kuala Lumpur and the growth of high tech computer industries in the
Klang Valley and in the large satellite garden city of Petaling Jaya, with a
range of traditional religions creates an interesting case of cultural
schizophrenia which forms the principal axis around which Wiking’s thesis
is composed. Ghost stories are a common feature of discussion at dinner
table and in movies and local novels and short stories, and headlines about
events such as the apparent disappearance of some pages of a Koran in a
school surau, or the mass hysteria of a group of women working in an
electronics factory are commonplace in Malaysian newspapers. And the
genre of Malay movies begun in the colonial era and rivalling Bollywood
for local popularity with Indians as well as Malays take the frequent plot of
a contest between the Immam and the bomoh or village shaman for authority
and power over the lives of kampong or urban neighbourhood residents.
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What we have then, as Wiking shows, in the Malaysian religious and cultural
scene are both a contest between alternative religious ethnicities – Malay
Muslim, Chinese folk religious, Hindu, and Chinese and Indian Christian –
and a contest between a science-informed rationalist and materialist vision
of human flourishing and supra-rational religious worldviews. But this latter
contest is not so much between religion and non-religion as an intra-religious
contest which also manifests as an inter-religious contest where an Indian
Catholic visits a Malay bomoh to find her stolen car, or a Malay Muslim
seeks a Christian exorcism for their drug addicted son. Now this is not to
say that atheism is not also growing in Malaysia – indeed census evidence
indicates that in Selangor, the State in which much of the hi-tech sector is
situated, those who return ‘no religion’ in the census are a growing if still
very small proportion of the population. But it would appear that, as in
other societies characterised by a high degree of ethnic as well as religious
contestation, religion shows no sign of disappearing or declining as a major
feature of Malaysian cultural life and that its cultural power is in large part
derived from ethnic identity and from the associated folk traditions and
magical practices of pre-modern Malaysia.
Wiking argues that the Western originated mission churches largely inducted
Malaysians into a Western post-Enlightenment form of rationalist
Christianity which mostly dismissed the traditional spirit cosmologies of
Malaysian Indians, Chinese and Malays. The missionaries taught that the
narratives of the miracles of Christ and of the Apostles in the New Testament
were signs and wonders associated with the birth of the Church and which
were no longer characteristic of the Church in subsequent eras. Instead
Christians in Malaysia were inducted into the traditional Western scientific
account of cause and effect and actively taught to despise and abandon
older magical and superstitious practices and traditions with which their
ancestors and forebears had sought to manipulate and manage their destinies,
and to control those tragic or merely tragicomic circumstances of their
lives. But the result is that for many Christians when they encounter tragic
circumstances or events such as serious illness, or just merely bad luck as
in the theft of a car, they will be as likely to turn to a bomoh, priest or
shaman from another religious tradition for help in such circumstances as
to their church priest or pastor.
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One of Wiking’s central contentions, which he shares with his teachers
Northcott and Yung, is that charismatic Christianity, which is one of the
‘threats’ to the mission churches, is appealing to Malaysians because it
overcomes the bifurcation between modern and traditional identities,
between rationalism and the access to the spirit world or the world of magic,
that is common to most forms of official religiosity in Malaysia including
missionary Christianity. By offering Christians a means of engaging with
the world of spirits and the supernatural, as well as an account of
discipleship, ethics and faithfulness in their roles as consumers, citizens,
doctors, government servants, parents, pharmacists, software engineers or
teachers, charismatic Christianity offers a religiosity which seems to unite
the schizophrenia of the Malaysian religious mindset. In addition its promise
of spiritual power represents a real fillip to Christians who are experiencing
ethnic, economic and religious marginalisation as a result of Malayanisation
and Islamisation policies. Even though the government may suppress
Christian schools or church buildings, and even persecute Christians who
evangelise others by subjecting them to arrest and incarceration without
trial, the power of the Spirit offers a kind of spiritual triumphalism, which
to the charismatic clearly trumps official attempts to suppress the Christian
voice and influence. Finally charismatics with their flexible worship patterns
are much less tied to traditional church buildings than the mainstream
mission churches. They hold their informal style worship services in
residential houses, hotel ballrooms hired on a weekly basis, or shop houses.
The larger charismatic churches raise large sums of money attracting as
they do many wealthy Indian and Chinese business people and these
churches are in the position both to buy land and old buildings such as
disused cinemas and using their money as well as political clout to cajole
and persuade the local authorities to let them turn over the land or building
to religious use. They are often more successful in such efforts than the
traditional mission churches, partly because they often include among their
membership influential Malaysian businessmen and women, and also
because they have less desire that their buildings should actually look like
churches and therefore they seem to pose less threat to the desire of Malay
Muslims to have their mosques dominate the built religious landscape.
Wiking however missed a crucial point here for though he correctly
discerned the importance of the naturalist-supernatural dichotomy, other
features of Pentecostal and charismatic church culture – for example
organisational flexibility and holding light to traditional mission church
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approaches to church design and furnishing – are not discussed. Indeed
Wiking suggests that charismatism is so Western in its styles of worship
and mission that, despite its spirit cosmology, it is in many ways simply
another alien Western implant. However he neglects in this judgement the
views of international scholars of charismatic and Pentecostal movements
such as the theologian Walter Hollenweger and the sociologist David Martin
who argue that this global style of Christianity represents at least one path
to indigenisation and away from dependence on the mission churches and
their cultural and colonial hegemony: in the Malaysian context theologians
Northcott and Yung, and sociologists Raymond Lee and Susan Ackermann
have made the same case. Of course it is true, as Wiking notes, that there is
American and British influence in charismatic worship but this influence
can be read as an exemplar of contemporary post-colonial rather than historic
colonial forms of intercultural exchange in a global community in which
the ecclesial oikoumene plays a not insignificant role.
Wiking identifies another major threat to the survival of mission churches
in the process of officially sponsored Malayanisation and Islamisation to
which West Malaysia has been subjected by the Malay dominated
government of the recently retired Mahathir Mohammad over a quarter of
a century. These government policies were a response to serious riots that
took place in Kuala Lumpu in 1969 and saw clashes between Chinese and
Malay as well as between protestors, and police and army. These riots,
which were in truth stirred up by local Malayan elites for their own political
purposes, were said to have been occasioned by the Malay perception that
they were downtrodden by the dominant economic power of the Chinese
who although they make up less than 20 per cent of the population of
Malaysia owned at that time the majority of its business enterprises.
Malayanisation has involved the use of ethnic profiling and quotas which
have given the majority of university places, and licenses for government
regulated businesses such as taxi licenses and banking to Malays. Malays
also far outnumber other ethnic groups in the civil service and other
government offices.
Equally important in terms of its impacts on non-Malays has been the rise
of Islamist groups in Malaysia, and especially Da’wah groups such as the
Jamaat I Islami. These groups were especially influential among Malay
students who studied abroad, and on Malaysian University campuses, and
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their power grew such that on the East Coast, the Malay dominated States
of Kuala Terrenganu and Khota Bahru voted for Parti Islam State
governments in opposition to the multi-ethnic and Malay dominated Barisan
National which runs the other states of West Malaysia and the Federal
Government in Kuala Lumpur. Islamisation was then adopted by the Federal
Government as a device for buying off the Islamists but it is a policy which
in many ways backfired as the more the government gave the more Islamists
demanded. Also this policy had a very significant impact on other religions
seeming to provoke a generalised revival of ethnic and religious mobilisation
as manifest for example the vast numbers attracted to religious festivals
Hindu, Buddhist and even Christian.
Wiking gives much attention to the consequences for the churches of
Islamisation for it is now very difficult for the churches, and especially
churches which rely on traditional church buildings as the loci of worship
and congregational activity, to grow, or even to maintain themselves, under
these policies. The reasons for this are that government, both local and national,
views Christianity as a colonial implant and regards its continuing spread,
even though it is largely confined to Indians, Chinese and indigenous tribal
peoples such as the Senoi of West Malaysia and Ibans and Dayaks of East
Malaysia, as anti-Islamic. Therefore many efforts are made by the authorities
to restrict the building of churches, to restrict the dissemination of Christian
texts – and in particular of the Indonesian translation of the Bible which
translates God as Allah – and to restrict the teaching of Christianity in schools,
even in those schools which have a Christian foundation. Indeed the
government has done everything it can to replace Christian Chinese and Indian
head teachers and teachers with Malay Muslim teachers in the former Christian
mission schools. Similarly the government has restricted the capacity of the
Churches to solemnize marriage – disallowing new pastors and priests from
being recognised as State registrars, and it has also curtailed collaboration
with Christian churches overseas, including of course the former mission
partners or sponsors of the mission churches in countries such as Britain,
Sweden, and the United States of America.
In response the churches have sought to sustain congregational life, and
plant new congregations, even if they are loosing control of some of the
other mission institutions which were privileged by the former colonial
power in terms of gifts of land for schools and hospitals and church
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buildings. Christians in business and at higher levels in government service
use their influence to argue the case for access to land for burial sites, for
new church buildings, and for the right to maintain Christian educational
and social service organisations. But in many cases government resistance
has necessitated a preparedness to begin to move out of traditional areas of
Christian social service while at the same time accepting the gradual
informalisation of Christian worship buildings – a strategy first adopted by
the charismatics but now copied by the mainstream churches including the
Tamil Lutherans whom, as Wiking shows, now have almost half of their
more than eighty congregations meeting in residential homes or shop houses.
However there is something missing in Wiking’s account at this point. For
Islamism is key to religious resurgence – this is widely agreed by leading
international scholars of Islamic resurgence in Malaysia such as Judith
Nagata, whom Wiking does not reference, and by the new generation of
Malay and Chinese scholars of Malaysian culture and religion including
not only Ackermann and Lee but many Muslim scholars as well. The
problem is that Wiking devotes substantial sections of his thesis to the
discussion of the Western and liberal Christian idea of religious dialogue
which attempts to use as the dominant metaphor for charting the relationship
between Christianity and Islam in Malaysia whereas in fact the more
appropriate metaphor is that of ethnic and religious competition. This
devotion to dialogue is in part a consequence of his reliance on Western
trained local theologians such as Batumalai and Wilfred John. This is not
to say that there is no place for dialogue. Indeed at a practical level as my
work, and that of Robert Hunt, has shown, this dialogue has been going on
from the beginning of the European presence in Malaya. But the Western
idea of dialogue as a meeting of ideologies is a relatively recent import and
one that is strongly resisted both by local Malaysian Muslims and by
Malaysian Christians. They are happy to share a language, even words for
God/Allah, they are happy to attend ‘open house’ at each others’ religious
festivals – open house is a widespread practice from the Prime Minister
down for expressing hospitality across the religions and is an important
form of dialogue, or what Batumalai calls ‘neighbourology’. But they are
not happy to get into this Western liberal game of trying to match concepts
and ideas across religious traditions.
The core problem at this point, and it is a problem that manifests at a number
of other points in the thesis as well, is that Wiking attempts to describe the
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Malaysian Christian response to its post-colonial context while neglecting
the real issue which underlies much of the ideological conflict – over
charismatism, over inter-religious relations, and over the appropriate forms
of Christian ministry and mission – which is the former partnership between
these mission churches and the colonial power. Wiking recognises that
churches like the ELCMS have been stymied in their growth by an over-
concentration on social service, and in particular education, health care
and social service but he fails to ask the question why these services become
so dominant in mission work, even to the point that their dominance
constrained the spread of the gospel? The reason given by scholars such as
Bryan Stanley in his book The Bible and the Flag: Protestant Missions and
British Imperialism in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries is that the
relation of the flag and mission was the major overarching symbolic reality
of Protestant Missions in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Social
services helped to integrate Malaysians and other colonials into the colonial
society and worldview and therefore the devotion of the mission churches
to these services, at the neglect of effective church growth in many cases,
can be seen as a consequence of their partnership with the colonial power.
It is therefore just as the mission churches leave this colonial legacy behind
that they begin to experience growth and genuine indigenisation because
they then cease to be vehicles of the imperial power in a Constantinian or
Christendom relationship, and become more genuinely vehicles of the
gospel of Jesus Christ, who himself stood against empire and its religious
collaborators throughout his ministry and at his trial. The reality underlying
the assemblage of ‘survival threats’ that Wiking assembles is that the
ELCMS is caught between its old privileged imperial identity and a new
postcolonial possibility as a truly indigenous and no longer privileged local
church but not until the postscript does Wiking suggest that this is key to
understanding its present struggles over identity and survival.
The last ‘survival’ issue that Wiking surveys, and which also relates to
what I am claiming is the overarching cultural and symbolic reality of the
Malaysian religious context – that of competition between religious and
ethnic identities – concerns the status of Tamils in Malaysia, and of Tamil
Lutherans in particular. I found this one of the best informed parts of the
thesis. The account of violent Tamil movies and their influence on Tamil
culture, of the marginalisation of Tamils by government policies and
economic development, and of the issues concerning Tamil education and
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the plantation background from which many Tamils originated – these are
all well done. I wonder though whether Wiking is critical enough of the
strategy of strengthening Tamil identity as a response. Equally it could be
argued that the Tamils’ best hope is to merge their identity with a larger
Malaysian identity, as indeed many professional Tamils, including many
Tamil Christians in multi-racial catholic and charismatic churches, have
already done. The ELCMS is defined in part by ethnic identity. It is not
unique in this for the other Lutheran church in Malaysia is Chinese, and the
Methodists have also adopted this racial profiling of their churches. But
nowhere does Wiking consider whether this racial segregation in the long
run serves the Christian church in Malaysia well. Perhaps Wiking has just
a little too much sympathetic identification with the Tamil cause, and the
marginalisation of Tamils, to consider it. But when we look at the largest
churches in West Malaysia today it turns out that they are in fact multi-
racial congregations, mostly either Catholic or charismatic. Is this just
coincidence or have these churches not grasped something core to the gospel
of Jesus Christ which was resisted by the mission churches who in a way
simply mirrored the divide and rule policies of the colonial power? In the
words of Christ at the cleansing of the temple God would have the church
to be ‘a house of prayer’ and in the fuller quote from Isaiah which Christ
clearly references it is ‘a house of prayer for all nations’. In the context of
his eviction of the traders from the Gentile Court in the Temple in Jerusalem
before his trial and crucifixion this quote has powerful symbolic significance
and it points forward to what St Peter finally discovered, much later than St
Paul, in his paradigm-breaking vision described in Acts 10: the old
distinctions between Jew and Gentile no longer applied in the new people
of God called out to worship God as revealed in Jesus.
We come now to the penultimate part of the thesis, two chapters which
cover the work of several Malaysian contextual theologians. Essentially
what Wiking attempts in these two chapters is to use Malaysian theologians
writings to elucidate their answers to the ‘survival issues’ which he identifies
for the Malaysian mission churches – and in particular the ELCMS – in the
rest of the thesis. The strongest and by far the largest chapter of the thesis
concerns my two former colleagues in STM, Sanjay Batumalai and
HwaYung. The major emphasis of Batumalai concerns dialogue with other
religions, and in particular Islam, and he adopts a word from his teacher
Kosuke Koyama – neighbourology – to characterise the most appropriate
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forms of this dialogue. I remain unconvinced by Batumalai’s approach.
Wiking seems at times to be on the edge of an effective critique of Batumalai
– for example when he notes an inconsistency between Batumalai’s
preference in his ministry for practical forms of dialogue while his writing
is so much taken up with more ideological forms of dialogue – but Wiking
does not follow through on the implications of this observation in his account
of Batumalai. This brings us to Haw Yung who provides a more convincing
account of the Malaysian realities than any other Malaysian theologian.
This is not only because he has a sophisticated account of the nexus between
colonialism, indigenisation and the mission churches but also because he,
unlike Batumalai, draws upon a very effective philosophical and theological
critique of the rationalistic and scientistic theological stance of the mission
churches which did so much to create a kind of dual identity among Christian
converts in Asia, as well as in other parts of the world. For since the
missionaries excluded the traditional spirit cosmology of Christian
orthodoxy which has its roots in the New Testament itself they did not
offer their Malaysian converts a way to integrate or relate to their own
indigenous experiences and narratives of the spirit world. Consequently
Christians reacted in two ways. Either they in effect left behind their local
culture and its stories and cosmology altogether in which case they became
what Yung calls ‘banana Christians’ – white on the inside and yellow on
the outside – or they adopted a dual identity as we have already noted,
turning to other non-rational or folk religious identities to deal with those
parts of their experience and their culture which rationalist Christianity
refused to deal with. Yung suggests that what is needed is an effective
critique of the Enlightenment rationalism of traditional missionary
Christianity and a careful adoption of charismatic Christianity to enable
Malaysian Christians to connect the cosmologies of modern science and
the world of spirits as brought under the Lordship of Christ at the cross and
resurrection. Wiking is however less sure than Yung that this is indeed the
way ahead though he gives no very convincing account of why he differs
from Yung at this point.
In the last substantial chapter of the thesis Wiking surveys the nascent work
of three younger Malaysian Indian Christian theologians, two Lutheran
and one Anglican. The exposition of these theologians is much more limited
than that of Batumalai and Yung and as a result we are only given hints of
their work – for example we are told many times that Albert Walters
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challenges the traditional doctrine of the Trinity from the point of view of
a concern with dialogue with Muslims but we are nowhere given an account
of Walter’s proposed substitute theism.
Finally we come to Wiking’s conclusions and here we may focus on the
guiding metaphor of the broken pot, a metaphor he finds in Batumalai’s
work, and also in the work of Albert Walters. Wiking claims that the concern
of many mission scholars with the colonial legacy leads to an anti-western
bias which is ultimately unhelpful if the mission churches are to thrive and
survive in Malaysia and beyond. He suggests that Solomon Rajah and
Wilfred John – his Tamil Lutheran ministerial colleagues – are less anti-
western than other contextual theologians he surveys because they have
not come under the malign influence of post-colonial studies and the critique
of the Western missionary legacy which is in fact strongest in the West.
The reason is that neither of these younger theologians studied in Europe
or North America, the source of this infection, presumably including Lund!
Instead they studied in Australia, where they did not pick up any real anti-
western bias. Wiking also of course was not trained so much in the West as
in Malaysia itself. Perhaps this is why he shares with them in his
unwillingness to critique the colonial legacy and the mission churches in
the standard post-colonial way. However his analysis at this point is surely
undermined by the actual history of the mission churches in Malaysia for it
was precisely the failure of these churches to indigenise leadership until
after Independence was granted in 1957, together with their links with the
colonial power and especially in educating Malayans to become British
rationalists rather than Malay Chinese or Indian in their outlook and culture,
and their reliance on past colonial privileges, which were, and in many
ways remain, the real issues which threaten the survival of the traditional
mission churches, including the ELCMS. Indeed in the postscript Wiking
seems to admit this. But then why does he consider charismatism, or the
demise of the traditional social service work of the mission churches because
of Islamisation as threats to their survival? Are these really threats or are
they not actually the birth pangs of a new indigenous church emerging in
the new postcolonial context in which Western cosmology, Western church
leadership, Western privileges and Western financial subsidies are finally
dissolving and hence the true challenge of the gospel of Jesus Christ in the
Malaysian context is allowed to emerge unencumbered by the colonial past.
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John Parratt (ed.), An introduction to Third World Theologies. Cambridge: Cambridge
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John Parratt, Professor of Third World Theologies at the University of
Birmingham, has edited a rather comprehensive introduction to the present
state of the Third World or non-Western theologies. Four of the seven writers
are linked with Birmingham, either the University or the Selly Oak Colleges;
four of the six articles introducing regional theologies are written by natives,
two by non-natives (Kirsteen Kim on India and Diane Stinton on Eastern
and Western Africa).
Regions covered are Latin America, India, East Asia, Africa (two separate
articles: Africa, East and West and Southern Africa), and the Caribbean.
This list leaves out some places where you might find interesting theologies,
for example, Sri Lanka, the Philippines, or the Pacific.
In his introductory article, Parratt correctly points out that Third World theologies
are presently in a process of change in which ”liberation is now being redefined
to take in culture and religious pluralism alongside social and political analysis”
(p. 11). The social and political agendas are broadened by those of cultural
contextualisation (inculturation) and dialogue with other religions.
The article of Jose Miguez Bonino introducing Latin America is itself a
living demonstration of how Latin American liberation theology is running
out of gas. After a thorough historical introduction, this veteran liberation
theologian draws conclusions under a subtitle ”Prospects”. His analysis of
the present situation of Latin America is very abstract and vague, the prospect
he has to offer is a common good wish that different kinds of Christians,
including the Charismatics and the Pentecostals, would ”find together ways
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of responding to ’the cry of the people’” (p.39). Miguez Bonino’s social
analysis is empty and toothless, showing how one school of theology is
reaching its historical end.
Kirsteen Kim’s article on India includes a very in-depth introduction to the
history and the present state of Indian theologies. Especially interesting is
her analysis of Indian ”Spirit Christology” which is taking the place of the
earlier ”cosmic Christology” (p. 64-69). As commonly known, Indian
contextual theologies have a pluralistic tendency; now it is easier to
appreciate the truth of other religions in terms of pneumatology rather than
that of Christology. The emphasis of pneumatology also fits with the
categories of interiority, experience, and mystery, so important in Asian
theologies. Kim might have paid more attention to the emerging Dalit
theology and given her own evaluation of the prospects of Indian theologies.
Edmond Tang introduces Chinese, Japanese, and Korean theologies. Chinese
contextual theology is exemplified through two individual thinkers: T.C.
Chao who was a leading Protestant intellectual just before the Communist
revolution (1949), and Bishop K.H. Ting who has the same role in the New
China up to our days. Chao wanted dialogue between Christianity and
Confucianism, because he saw that Christianity offers the empowerment
to achieve the social dream of Confucianism. He saw that the cross of
Jesus was ”the only method of self-sacrificing love that could defeat evil
and restore righteousness without itself being corrupted” (p. 81). But
eventually, Chao became disillusioned: ”The so-called Chinese theology
is nothing more that Western-imported theology, spelled out by Western
missionaries and completely digested by Chinese Christians” (p. 82).
Tang offers a sympathetic analysis of K.H. Ting’s theology with its emphasis
on creation, morality, and ”cosmic Christology”. Tang rightly sees that Ting’s
thinking is a sincere and creative attempt to interpret Christianity in the
Socialist context of modern China, with some profound insights into the
elements of the traditional several millennia long Chinese culture. But where
are the modern matteo riccis? Four hundred years ago the Catholics were
the avantgardists of inculturation in China, but there is nothing of the sort
in present Chinese Catholicism. The Chinese Catholic church seems still
to struggle with the reception of the Second Vatican Council.
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Diane Stinton gives a neat and very useful presentation of the Eastern and
Western African theological developments. She employs the concept of
”African theologies of life”, which ”encourage the recovery of the holistic
views of life and healing” (p. 133). ”In sum, key features of emergent African
theologies include the duality of their formal and informal expressions, the
importance of the community of faith in their formulation, their contextual
nature, and their plurality in articulation” (p. 110). African theologies which
will endure are those ”which affect the minds and lives of a significant
number of people” (p. 132).
Stinton in a nice way knits together the aspect of the local and the global:
”--theologies which truly capture the hearts and transform the lives of local
Christians must be contextual. They must seriously address the questions
arising in particular contexts, and express the gospel in meaningful and
relevant ways within those contexts. At the same time, local theologies
must also have a ’universalising function’, or a willingness to engage openly
with other contextual theologies around the world for mutual enrichment
and critique” (p. 132, with reference to Robert J. Schreiter).
Isabel Apawo Phiri’s article on Southern Africa retells the story of Black
Theology, but also offers a highly valuable and detailed introduction to
African women’s theologies in Southern Africa. The last article of the book
is by George Mulrain who draws an interesting picture of the colourful
religious and theological scene in the Caribbean region.
In sum, the book is a very useful course for revising and updating the reader’s
knowledge on non-Western theologies. Each of the articles also includes a
very extensive list of reference literature. One might have hoped for more
systematic, critical, and independent evaluations of the theologies in
question; here the method employed is that of history and description.
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